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To people who work, and know there’s a better way to do it.
 



FOREWORD
 
Success, particularly in business, comes when you can believe in people—not just those with fancy titles, but every single person with unique perspective, passion, talent, and knowledge. That’s what’s beautiful about what Cali and Jody have done. I love that it wasn’t a top-down initiative but the results of their insight into what was best for the business.
 
 
I’ve always been convinced that the best ideas come from those who are closest to the customer, the customer in this case being our own employees. What Cali and Jody did was remarkable because they gave the people at Best Buy not what they thought they needed to succeed at their jobs but what they really needed to succeed at their jobs—even if it took the organization in a direction no one could have imagined.
 
 
The second thing that impresses me about ROWE is where it’s going. True innovation always comes with challenge and change, and, most important, tremendous opportunities to learn. At its heart ROWE is a chance for everyone to learn a better way to work. There is nothing fancy about this idea, and there is no reason why it can’t work everywhere. The approach lets people do what they’re good at instead of what you think they should be good at. It encourages people to contributerather than just show up and grind out their days.
 
 
As more people embrace this idea, more will have to concede that work is a human endeavor. Instead of shying away from that fact, embrace it. Celebrate it. Instead of insulating your organization from ideas like ROWE, tap into that humanity. Tap into that opportunity to learn.
 
 
The trend for successful companies is making them more human, not less human. It wasn’t that long ago that Best Buy was a regional electronics chain. We are now a global company with 140,000 employees. What has allowed this to happen has less to do with what we sell than how we’ve created a distinctly human culture that lets people have fun while working hard, that lets them be themselves, that trusts them to do their jobs. ROWE fits in perfectly with those ideals.
 
 
We have also embraced this new way of working at Best Buy because it’s good for business. Engaged employees are more productive, more innovative, more committed. It all gets back to that idea of unleashing the natural strengths and talents of your people. I’m eager to see where ROWE goes as more business leaders wake up to the fact that you have to pay more than lip service to the happiness and the development of your employees. Our people are what matter most.
 
 
—Brad Anderson, CEO, Best Buy
 



INTRODUCTION
We’ve Had Enough . . . Have You?
 
This book is based on a simple idea: Our beliefs about work—forty hours, Monday through Friday, eight to five—are outdated, outmoded, out to lunch. Every day people go to work and waste their time, their company’s time, and their lives in a system based on assumptions—about how work gets done and what work looks like—that don’t apply in today’s global, 24/7 economy.
 
 
We go to work and give everything we have and are treated like we’re children who, if left unattended, will steal candy.
 
 
We go to work and watch someone who isn’t very good at their job get promoted because they got in earlier and stayed later than anyone else.
 
 
We go to work and sit through overlong, overstaffed meetings to talk about the next overlong, overstaffed meeting.
 
 
We see talented, competent, productive people get penalized for having kids, for not being good at office politics, for being a little different.
 
 
We go to work in the Information Age, but the nature of the workplace hasn’t fundamentally changed since the Industrial Age.
 
 
But most of all—most tragically of all—we play the game. We play the game even though we know in our heart of hearts the game doesn’t make any sense.
 
 
Why do you think Sunday night is tinged with dread? That is you telling yourself that the way we work is unhealthy. That life isn’t meant to be lived this way. The modern workplace makes people physically and mentally sick, undermines families, and wastes precious time and energy. Everybody knows work sucks and yet we do nothing. If the dismal nature of work weren’t the norm; if our assumptions and expectations about work weren’t so ingrained; if, for example, work were some kind of new disease that suddenly appeared and cost businesses billions and ruined people’s lives, you can bet that we would be marshaling our collective resources to find a cure.
 
 
So why doesn’t it change?
 
	
Maybe because we assume that work has to be drudgery. (If it were fun it would be play, right?)



	
Maybe because we have been brought up to believe that by definition work is unproductive, political, and unfair.



	
Maybe because no one has proposed a reasonable, effective alternative.



 
Everywhere there are solutions that are not solutions.
 
 
The solution is not flextime. Flextime is a joke.
 
 
The solution is not work-life balance. Under the current system, balance is impossible.
 
 
The answer is not getting better organized, or No-Meeting Wednesdays, or setting your alarm fifteen minutes early to beat the morning rush, or spending a Saturday making all your lunches for the month.
 
 
There are no tips or tricks or helpful hints that are going to solve this problem.
 
 
There are no answers in the employee handbook.
 
 
The only solution is to change the game entirely.
 
 
We’re starting a movement that will reshape the way many things in this country, and across the world, get done. We’re offering not a new way of working, but a new way of living. This new way of living is based on the radical idea that you are an adult. It’s based on the radical idea that even though you owe your company your best work, you do not owe them your time or your life. This new way of living is practical and simple (though not necessarily easy), and while it’s a sweeping change from how we live life now, it requires only a basic adjustment in your thinking.
 
 
We are talking about a Results-Only Work Environment or ROWESM.
 
 
In a Results-Only Work Environment, people can do whatever they want, whenever they want, as long as the work gets done. Many companies say their people can telecommute or work a flexible schedule. But these arrangements often still include core hours, or can be dissolved should business needs change, or are doled out stingily as a perk for the privileged few. In a ROWE, you can literally do whatever you want whenever you want as long as your work is getting done. You have complete control over your life as long as your work gets done.
 
 
You can go grocery shopping at ten in the morning on Tuesday. You can take a nap at two in the afternoon on Wednesday. You can go to a movie at one in the afternoon on Thursday. And you don’t have to ask anyone’s permission or tell anyone where you’re going. You just do it. As long as your work gets done—as long as you get results—then your life is your own.
 
 
You get paid for a chunk of work, not for a chunk of time.
 
 
We realize that this sounds too good to be true. This kind of freedom and control and trust sounds like the stuff of rainbows and unicorns. But this idea didn’t come out of the blue. The seeds of a Results-Only Work Environment started in 2001, when a leader at Best Buy corporate headquarters was looking for help in making the company an Employer of Choice. The Employer of Choice committee was an internal task force whose goal was to figure out how to make Best Buy a top consideration among talented people looking for employment. The group conducted a survey asking employees what they most wanted from work. The overwhelming response was, Just trust me with my time. Trust me to do my job and I will deliver results and be a happier employee to boot.
 
 
Enter Cali Ressler. Even though Cali was only twenty-four years old and an hourly employee, one of the leaders of the Employer of Choice committee asked her to help turn this insight into action.
 
 
This turned out to be the perfect opportunity for Cali, given where she was in her life. Best Buy was one of her first jobs out of college, and she was quickly learning the absurdities of the workplace. The veterans around the office were teaching her how to play the game, how to fill out time cards to reflect the number of expected hours (not actual time worked), how to look busy when the boss was walking the floor, how to appear “engaged” by asking lots of questions in meetings. Mostly she was learning how unhappy everyone was at work, not so much with the tasks they had to accomplish but with the whole culture of the workplace. Even the salaried employees—the people who seemed to have power and control—were always looking over their shoulder.
 
 
In an effort to respond to this misery, Cali helped create the Alternative Work Program, a pilot program that gave people a choice from a predetermined set of flexible schedules. The choices were all based on typical flextime arrangements (telecommuting; four ten-hour days; eight-hour days that started and ended at unorthodox times), but the AWP was different in two key ways. First, everyone in the 320-person department who took part in the pilot got to participate. The flexibility wasn’t just available to top performers or those above a certain job level. Second, the employees (not the managers) decided which of the four options was best for them, and once they made their choice it was nonnegotiable. It was up to the department as a whole to figure out how to make everyone’s individual choice work.
 
 
It was this control over schedule that planted the seed for what would become a Results-Only Work Environment. Cali saw that if you gave people even a little control over their time they immediately began to see the benefits both at work and at home. The people in AWP were happier and more productive and they didn’t want the pilot to end.
 
 
Jody came on board in 2003, and the insights and ideas gained during AWP started to grow and change. As we developed and refined what a Results-Only Work Environment was and how it worked, the culture of Best Buy started to change. Some managers were supportive and others weren’t. Regardless, the idea grew and grew and eventually took on a life of its own. By the time this book is published, approximately three thousand Best Buy corporate employees will work in a ROWE, with plans to test ROWE in the retail environment.
 
 
Thanks to ROWE, people at Best Buy are happier with their lives and their work. The company has benefited too, with increases in productivity averaging 35 percent and sharp decreases in voluntary turnover rates, as much as 90 percent in some divisions.
 
 
This book is about bringing this commonsense, effective, and mutually beneficial approach to living and working to the rest of the world. In the coming pages we’ll explore why the workplace is broken and reveal the hidden attitudes and beliefs behind the problem. Then we’ll describe what a Results-Only Work Environment is and how it works, and how it addresses the problem of work. You’ll also get a taste of what life is like in a ROWE (hint: it is very, very good).
 
 
Along the way we won’t be afraid to acknowledge the challenges a ROWE creates for an organization. The good news is that we’re not advocating that companies radically change their values, their identity, or their core business. People and companies don’t have to change who they are, just how they work.
 
 
In the coming pages we hope to build a compelling case for why everyone should be in a Results-Only Work Environment. We’ll tell stories and give results, but we won’t bully you with statistics. We doubt there is a single perfect fact out there—every year stress costs American businesses $300 billion; the average worker only puts in three hours of real work per day—that will somehow wake people up. All you have to do is Google the words work and family or stress and productivity and you’ll have all the statistics you’ll ever need. Presenting a rational argument for why work sucks isn’t going to change anything, because our attitudes about work aren’t based on reason. We need a new approach to the problem.
 
 
Ultimately what we are offering is a proven cure:
 
	
for the problem of work, 
for being treated like a child by your company, 
for feeling stressed-out about time.



 
 
 
 
We know it sounds too good to be true, but it’s not. You still have to do your job. But in a Results-Only Work Environment everyone gets to act like an adult and gets treated like an adult.
 
 
You get your dignity back.
 
 
You get your time back.
 
 
You get your life back.
 
 
And if all that can be true, if you can have your time and work and live and be a person, then the question you’re faced with every day isn’t, Do I really have to go to work today? but, How can I contribute?
 
 
How do I contribute to this thing called life? What can I do today to benefit my family, my company, myself?
 
 
Changing how we work is not going to be easy. There will be a lot of resistance, and that resistance will come from surprising places (including inside you). But we need this change. As you read these words we are out there fighting to make work productive, fair, and humane for everyone. We hope that in our lifetime this commonsense approach to work isn’t the exception, but the new norm.
 



Voices from a ROWE: Gina
	
Gina1 works on a team that focuses on strengths-based training.She is also part of the company’s diversity group. She has been at Best Buy for four and a half years and in a Results-Only Work Environment for three and a half years. She is in her mid-thirties.



 
I look at my parents’ generation when you went to work for one company and you fully expected to be there your whole life. And then my mom got laid off and it was such a blow. Her attitude was, How could you do this to me?
 
 
My relationship with my company is different. We trade work for money. It’s not personal. And I think we’ve come to this point where ROWE can be successful because enough people are ready to not look at employers as parents. I don’t expect Best Buy to take care of me for the rest of my life. They have to treat you fairly. But in a free market, if it isn’t working out for either party, then it’s over.
 
 
I think for some managers there is the expectation that they are still kind of the parent. Becoming a manager means you’re in charge. Part of being in charge means having control. That means having control over people. Often that means enforcing the rules just because they’re the rules.
 
 
I have a friend at another company who was having trouble managing an employee who is a free spirit. My friend struggled with the guy because he wasn’t around as much, but he was his best employee. My friend said he wanted to give him higher-level work but he couldn’t because being in the office for a certain number of hours was part of what they measured people on, and this employee was failing.
 
 
To me this is financially irresponsible for that organization. Why did anyone care how long that guy was there? What kind of message does that send? If I build a cot under my desk but I’m not performing, does that make me a good worker?
 
 
I have another friend who is an economist and a college professor, so he’s already living in a Results-Only Work Environment. It’s just not called that. Still, his idea of what work should look like is based on this old corporate model. He once said to me, “They must need you at your desk. Otherwise they wouldn’t have given you one.”
 
 
So I like to talk to him about how being measured by results is a much better measure than time at your desk. I try to put it in economic terms. From the employer’s point of view, the risk that someone is not at their desk is worth the reward. The risk is that they will not do their job. But you can’t monitor someone 24/7, so that risk is there anyway. But the reward of giving them freedom is if they actually do their job they will stay at their job longer. Once you’ve been in a ROWE and have that power, you don’t want to work anywhere else.
 



 
CHAPTER ONE
 
 
Why Work Sucks
 
 
I’ve been late to work for the last three days, and I’m starting to get “the eye” from my boss. This morning, I race to get ready and get into my car with an hour to make a commute that usually takes me about thirty minutes. Plenty of time to get to the office by eight, and maybe even by seven forty-five to get a few extra points. Then I see it. Traffic backed up two stoplights behind the entrance ramp to the freeway. No way. There’s construction on the other route I could take, so this is my only bet. I start sweating and panicking, knowing this will knock me back at least an hour, putting me at the office at nine, Not my wishful seven forty-five. I’m positive I will be fired, or at least put on a warning for being late four days in a row. I can feel my blood pressure rising, my heart racing, and I so badly just want to step on the gas and fly down the shoulder as far as I can go. I reach for my phone, knowing what I have to do. I fight with myself because what I’m about to do feels awful. I convince myself that if I don’t do it, I will lose my job. I dial my boss’s Number. I get his voice mail. I cough and say, in a raspy voice, “Jim, I’m just Not feeling well today. I don’t think I’ll be able to make it in. I was up all Night with a fever. [Cough, clearing throat.] I’ll see you tomorrow.”
 
 
I’m so excited—my husband and I have plans to go to dinner at my favorite restaurant to celebrate our anniversary. The restaurant is an hour away and to make our six o’clock reservationduring rush hour, I’ll Need to leave work at four thirty. Leaving at this time is unheard of where I work, but tonight I don’t care what anyone says about me. I arrive at the office and fiNd out that my boss has called a surprise meeting with my team. She proceeds to tell us that she hasn’t seen the dedication she Needs to see on our New project. She expects to see us all working until at least six every Night to “put in our time.” I talk with her after the meeting to let her know that I’ll be leaving at four thirty for my anniversary dinner, but I’ll work until seven every other Night this week. She glares at me and lets me know that there are people lined up for my job—I can make my own decisions. I know, in that moment, that my husbandand I will Need to celebrate this weekend instead of toNight.I cancel our reservation and call my husband. He asks me when I’m going to realize what’s really important in life and hangs up the phone. I ask myself the same question as I lay my head down on my desk.
 
 
Why does work suck?
 
 
If you ask people why work sucks they will usually give one of two answers. They will reach for something vague—it’s a hectic world; people are busy; that’s life. Or they will latch onto something specific to their workplace—a controlling boss who clocks every minute of every break, an unfocused management team that creates a constant state of emergency. But we would argue that the answer is both deeper and more widespread. There are systemic problems that every workplace shares. The details change from person to person and place to place, but the underlying problem is the same. And it’s a bigger problem than life being hard or that business now travels at blinding speeds.
 
 
Work sucks in corporate life today because we have time all wrong.
 
 
Just look at the two stories above. The first person wants to “score points” for coming in fifteen minutes early. The manager in the second story expects people to stay until six because that somehow shows dedication. Coming in late four days a week might cost you your job. Staying late every night might get you that promotion. You can’t leave at four thirty and you better not come in at nine. And at no point is there any discussion of the quality of the work being done. It’s just time, time, time.
 
 
We all labor under a myth:
 
 
Time + physical presence = results.
 
 
When it comes to work our attitudes about time are so omnipresent they are almost invisible, and here are two trivial examples that we have picked exactly because they are so offhand and random. When New York mayor Michael Bloomberg gave the commencement address at the College of Staten Island, he said some good things to the future workers of America about taking risks and learning how to collaborate with people, but he put the most passion and force into this statement:
 
 
“If you’re the first one in in the morning and the last one to leave at night and you take fewer vacation days and never take a sick day, you will do better than the people that don’t do that. It is very simple.”
 
 
We think that’s a strange sentiment coming from the mayor of New York. We’re not knocking having a solid work ethic, but when we think of the individuals who have made it in the greatest city in the world, we think of their creativity, innovation, savvy, and competitiveness. We think of people who have brought something to the table—whether it’s in art or finance or government—that no one else has brought before. We certainly don’t think about people putting in hours.
 
 
The other example typifies the kind of career advice we give people who work in nontraditional work environments. It’s from a website that offers tips to freelancers for how to be successful:
 
 
“Log your time and work. As you have no time clock and no one to watch over you, you need to account for your time, if not for your employer or your client, then for yourself. It’s important that you not have a day go by without knowing what you’ve really accomplished, so log what you do, and how long it takes. It may seem like extra work, but really it just takes a few seconds after every task.”
 
 
This is interesting, as if you wouldn’t know the quality of the work you’ve done if you didn’t also judge it in terms of time. The line “if not for your employer or your client, then for yourself” says it all. The assumption is that you need to keep track of your time for more than billing purposes. Without knowing how long a piece of work takes you can’t measure its true value.
 
 
This unwritten rule about time applies to just about everybody, from administrative assistants on up to the senior leadership. With the exception of sales people, who either deliver their numbers or don’t, most people are judged by a mixture of results and time spent in the office. You are expected to do your job and to complete your tasks, but you are also expected to put in forty hours or even more.
 
 
Strangely we only do this at work. If you’re out running errands on Saturday and getting things done, you’re not measuring yourself by the clock. You might be frustrated that a specific chore is taking so long, but you don’t look at a pile of laundry and think, I’d better make sure I’m putting enough hours into this. You either accomplish what you set out to accomplish or you don’t. If anything there is incentive to get things done more quickly and efficiently because then you’ll have more time to do something else. At work, even if we accomplish our tasks we are expected to fill the hours. Because by definition a full-time job takes forty hours or more to complete.
 
 
Why do we look at time in this way? Maybe it’s a relic of the Industrial Age, when if you weren’t at your place on the assembly line then the work wasn’t getting done. If you didn’t put in your time the job didn’t get done. Or maybe this attitude about time goes back even further, back to when most people worked by hand. If you were practicing a craft, then time put into making a cabinet or a suit of armor would have more directly translated into a quality piece.
 
 
There was a time when the forty-hour workweek served a good purpose. We owe the forty-hour workweek to the Fair Labour Standards Act of 1938, which also ended the practice of child labour and established the minimum wage. The idea was to make labor uniform and fair back when companies had too much control over workers’ lives. But somehow the forty-hour workweek morphed into the gold standard for competency, efficiency, and effectiveness.
 
 
In an information and service economy it doesn’t make sense to use time as a measurement for a job well-done. What does forty hours even mean? And what does forty hours get you? Naturally it still takes time to do research or build a body of knowledge or build relationships, but the individual actions we take every day, the little units of work have more to do with communication and problem solving. Today we do more work with our brains than with our hands, and knowledge work requires a different set of assumptions about productivity.
 
 
Knowledge work requires fluidity (ideas can happen anytime, not just between eight and five) and concentration (being rested and engaged is more important than being on the clock) and creativity (again, you’re either on or you’re not on, regardless of the hour). Today we spend our lives performing in jobs in which it’s harder to measure effectiveness in terms of time. After all, how long does it take to think of the answer to a colleague’s question? Or to have an insight about the marketplace? Or to say the right thing to close a sale?
 
 
When we try to live our lives under this new set of demands but under the old set of assumptions, we get the stories that opened this chapter. We get burned-out, frustrated people struggling to reconcile the old and the new. So what? you might say. These kinds of anecdotes are so commonplace they almost don’t seem worth mentioning. That’s life, right? Everyone has moments like these at work. There is something about time that stresses everyone out. If the workplace is unfair it’s unfair for everyone. Don’t call it the end of the world. Call it Tuesday.
 
 
We agree that these kinds of stories are ordinary and even mundane, but we doubt that you could find anyone who would argue that they are evidence of a workplace that is ideal. And we bet you could find a lot of people who might wonder how much longer we can go on like this. At this level of stress. In this toxic atmosphere. At this relentless pace toward a goal that no one can see because no one has defined it. We’ve gotten used to the working world, but does anybody like it? Is anyone truly benefiting? Few individuals are giving their best. Few companies are getting the best from their people. The fact that we get time wrong in corporate America may seem small, but those small moments add up to big problems both for employee and business.
 
 
One of the most recognizable consequences of our misplaced faith in time is Presenteeism. Let’s take Bob, for example. Bob has mastered the politics of corporate America. Now in his late fifties he has seen it all—downsizing, outsourcing, rightsizing. But he has continued to rise through the ranks because he knows how to play the game. He gets in before everyone else, scoring that sweet parking spot by the front door, the one where everyone who comes in later can note with a mixture of envy and resentment that Bob outdid them again. During the day Bob goes to every meeting. He eats lunch at his desk. He turns the lights out at night. His bosses describe him as “a workhorse” and “a rock.” You can’t deny that he’s working, right? He puts in so much time. He must be doing something!
 
 
No matter that Bob doesn’t really do anything. No matter that Bob hasn’t contributed meaningfully to the bottom line in years.
 
 
At some time in our lives, most of us, whether we like to admit it or not, are guilty of Presenteeism, which is any time you’re physically present and putting in time, but you’re not really doing your job. Your body is in the building, but your mind is somewhere else.
 
 
Presenteeism is when you’re at your computer playing World of Warcraft or shopping on eBay or keeping tabs on the NCAA tournament. Presenteeism is when you’re on time for work but then spend an hour online reading the paper. Presenteeism is when you’re constantly telling people that you’re there for them, that you’re available, that you have time for their concerns, but you’re not doing everything you can to solve the problem at hand, often because you’re not exactly sure what the problem at hand even is. Presenteeism creates a mentality that leads to statements like this:
 
 
“I finished that project a day ahead of time, but don’t tell anyone. I don’t want to hand it in early or else the boss will just dump more work on my desk.”
 
 
“Team, we’re giving Jan the Employee of the Month award today. She put in some really long hours last month, and I have a feeling she was even here on the weekends. We’re lucky to have such a dedicated, committed player on our team. Let’s give it up for Jan!”
 
 
“Paul, I’ve seen you leaving before three pretty often lately. You know, as long as you’re putting in your forty hours, it doesn’t bother me if you leave early. There have been some complaints from the team, though. Some folks have seen you putting in twenty-five to thirty hours in the office. Let’s step that up. As you know, we have a lot of work to do.”
 
 
But this mentality begs some important questions:
 
 
If you are getting your job done, then why are you punished by having to fill your time?
 
 
If you are adding value to the company, if you are performing, then who cares if it takes you forty hours or forty seconds to do it?
 
 
If you are skating by, filling the hours, watching the clock, then what are you doing with your life?
 
 
We’re not calling out individual employees. In fact, just the opposite. Presenteeism doesn’t happen because people are lazy or unfocused or not dedicated to their work. Presenteeism happens everywhere, every day, because the way we measure work performance is wrong. It’s a flaw in the system, not in the people.
 
 
Our false worship of time distorts behavior. Because we’re not just doing our job but making sure our job fits into a forty-hour workweek that happens between eight and five (with a half hour or an hour for lunch) we have to jump through hoops to make the job fit the clock.
 
 
The clock turns us into liars. We call in sick when we have to take care of family business. Or we put in long hours to make up for not being able to accomplish the task at hand.
 
 
The clock disrupts engagement. On any given day you either feel overworked (I can’t believe I have to do all of this in forty hours!) or underworked (I can’t believe I have to be here for forty hours!).
 
 
The clock discourages innovation and creativity. You can’t be motivated to solve the company’s problems because even if you do you are still judged on how much time you put in. You can’t serve two masters.
 
 
We aren’t blaming this all on The Man. Our attitudes about time are so ingrained that we are all guilty of this kind of misguided thinking. Even those who work for a progressive company—even those who are in a largely results-driven work culture—aren’t immune from these outdated attitudes.
 
 
We show up at work and instead of thinking about what we can do to drive results, we try to figure out how we can both accomplish our goals and do it in a way that fits within the narrow confines of an eight-to-five day.
 
 
We feel admiration (or envy) for the people who log the most hours at work because we feel they are somehow working harder.
 
 
We complain about how many hours we’re putting in, as if this makes us heroes.
 
 
We eat sometime between eleven thirty and one thirty and only for an hour, because that is the acceptable time to eat and the acceptable duration for eating.
 
 
We’re skeptical that people who are on flextime programs are putting in enough hours to do their job.
 
 
We worry that coming in at eight fifteen will brand us as being “late.” Or we get excited about coming in at seven forty-five so we can be seen as being “early.”
 
 
We don’t question for a minute that work should be measured in terms of time, that some jobs are “part-time” and others are “full-time” and that forty hours is the norm.
 
 
When we talk to people about these attitudes we find that people understand that the system is broken. When we first started creating the model for what would become a Results-Only Work Environment, we didn’t need to tell people that attitudes about time were misguided. Everyone knew it intuitively, and once we started giving them the opportunity to talk about these unwritten rules it was like a revelation.
 
 
Before the Alternative Work Program was formalized at Best Buy, Cali was charged with running focus groups for the 320 people who were going to take part in the experiment. A typical group was made up of 10 to 15 people and they were a mixed bag of hourly employees, lower-level salaried employees, and upper-level management. The goal of these groups was to figure out how to create a program that addressed this somewhat amorphous issue of trust. A lot of the comments were all over the map and addressed technical concerns (making sure there was good communication, clear goals, feedback tools to monitor how the pilot was going), but the refrain was that people were desperate to get control over their time.
 
 
There was an epic sadness to these meetings, because everyone knew what they were missing. Even if they didn’t articulate it this clearly, they knew that their jobs were robbing them of precious time. Time with their friends and family. Time for professional development. In some cases—if they were triple booked for meetings all day long—even time to do their jobs.
 
 
Why do we put up with this? Where does time get its awe-some power over our lives? You might think that some important researcher and thinker has done a long-term, multivariable study that proves that we need to have this business model based on time because the data shows that people who aren’t working at least forty hours can’t be effective in a global, 24/7 economy. But you would be wrong. We have these attitudes about time and we let time have this power over us because of one thing:
 
 
Belief.
 
 
The advice from Mayor Bloomberg and the freelance success website is not only an illustration of how misguided we are about how we think about time, but also an example of how flimsy our thinking is when it comes to work in general. We’re not bashing them. Instead we’d rather show that the foundation of our assumptions about work has gotten shakier and shakier as technology and globalization have changed the world.
 
 
Look at Addie. Just out of college, she is new to the workforce. Addie is a smart and capable employee. She grew up one of those kids whom people label “overscheduled” but while her life is very full, she’s also excellent at managing her priorities. In college she was the type of student who got good grades, had a boyfriend, took part in extracurricular activities, and was able to make it all work. She’s an effective, dedicated worker, but while her career is important to her, so are her friends and outside interests. For her, all aspects of her life matter.
 
 
Unfortunately her attitude about life isn’t sitting well with her manager and the rest of her team. She likes to work at odd hours and at coffee shops, but her boss says that that doesn’t fly. According to her manager, the other people on Addie’s team don’t like it when she leaves the building to get some quiet time to work, or when she asks to leave early on Fridays, even though she’s completed her work. On one hand, Addie draws praise from her boss, who notes that people like her and appreciate her contributions. “You have great ideas,” Addie’s boss says. “But if you’re coming and going all the time you won’t get promoted. People won’t take you seriously. After all, perception is reality.”
 
 
Perception is reality.
 
 
How many times have you heard that expression with regard to work? Maybe you’ve said it yourself or something like it.
 
 
 
“Better look busy. I hear the CEO is on the floor today.” 
“It’s not what you know but who you know.”
 
 
“I have to make that meeting. It’s my only chance this week to get face time with my boss.”
 
 
The funny thing about these attitudes about work is that they aren’t taught in school. You don’t learn about how the workplace works in a class. There are books about how to get ahead in business or how to make friends and influence people, but there aren’t books that teach you how to behave at work. There is no resource for normal.
 
 
So where do these beliefs come from? We learn about work from watching our parents and elders experience work, from the stories they tell. We hear advice like Mayor Bloomberg’s or get some coaching from our mom or dad about how to act professional before going off to our first job. But mostly we learn about what is normal at work by experiencing it. One of the lessons work teaches us right away—whether we’re working at a restaurant or doing grunt work in an office or mowing lawns for our neighbors—is that there is the job you do and the job you appear to be doing.
 
 
You have your tasks and responsibilities, aka The Job.
 
 
You also have the sometimes unwritten and unspoken rules that you have to play by, aka Work.
 
 
These unspoken and unwritten rules are based on beliefs that we all share about how work gets done and what it looks like to get work done. We have so many beliefs about work it would be impossible to name them all. Here is a partial list: 
• Most work happens from Monday to Friday, eight to five. 
• People at their workstations are doing work. 
• Results are proportional to efforts. 
• “Summer Hours” programs help create work-life balance for our employees. 
• People who work a lot of hours get more work done than people who work fewer hours. 
• Nonexempt employee status is a way for us to protect our employees from working too many hours. 
• Working “out of hours” is not good for work-life balance. 
• Flexibility creates performance issues. 
• People in flexible work environments don’t have enough time to get their work done. 
• If people can get their work done in less time, they should get more work. 
• The best customer service happens face-to-face. 
• Creating more “jobs” helps us manage more work. 
• Face time is necessary in order for work to get done. 
• Instant availability is the measure of great customer service. 
• Roles and responsibilities bring clarity to work. 
• Job descriptions help people know what’s expected of them at work. 
• Restructuring requires longer working hours. 
• If you give people control over their schedules, they will take advantage of the system. 
• Managers with direct reports cannot work from home. 
• The best collaboration is done face-to-face. 
 
 
In an information- or service-based economy, do these orthodoxies make sense? Or are they relics of a time when we worked in a certain way because there was no alternative? Before technology, we had to go to the office because that’s where we kept the mimeograph machine, the landline, the Liquid Paper. We invented “management by walking around” because you couldn’t leave someone a voice mail or create an internal website to monitor the progress of a project. People couldn’t work virtually because there was no virtual, only physical space and real time.
 
 
We have all these assumptions about what work looks like even though in today’s economy work looks less and less like it did twenty years ago.
 
 
Dig, if you will, these pictures: one of a woman walking her dog, another of a man sitting in a conference room with some other men.
 
 
Now ask yourself: Which one of them is working?
 
 
If it was fifty years ago you would automatically assume that the man was working. For one, most women didn’t work. For another, what kind of work could she possibly be doing while walking the dog? Also, just look at that man! He’s right there! In a conference room in an office building, a place where work gets done! True, he is just sitting there and we can’t know his thoughts, or if he’s even paying attention, or if he’s had a worthwhile idea in recent memory. Who knows? Maybe after this meeting he’s about to be fired. But he looks like he’s working.
 
 
In fact, even today, with women in the workplace, we’re still likely to make all kinds of assumptions about these two people, that work happens in certain kinds of places, at certain times, with certain kinds of people. Beliefs about work have been formed over generations and now they’re so ingrained that people don’t even question them. And yet, read almost any business success story and we promise you that the inspiration for that new product, service, or company didn’t happen in a cubicle. The stories of great brands like Starbucks or great companies like Apple start out in the world, or in an inventor’s garage, not in a conference room with eight people staring at a flip chart.
 
 
But still we cling to these old ideas even though we’re stifling ourselves. Just look at poor Addie. She’s bright and capable. She blazed through college juggling all aspects of her life. So why does her boss assume that the only way Addie can get her work done is if she is in her cube from eight to five? What is this weird thing about how Addie won’t be taken seriously if she doesn’t put on a show of work (as opposed to simply doing her job)? Why do we accept nonsense like “perception is reality”?
 
 
In fact, our assumptions about how work gets done and what work looks like are so entrenched that any alternative, even an effective one, is treated as comedy. Take this opening to a Reuters article from July 18, 2000, titled “This Friday, Make It Real Casual.”
 
 
“This Friday is the first National Work at Home Day, an occasion when there won’t be any need to feel guilty about negotiating a multimillion-dollar deal in your boxers and bunny slippers, or interviewing a chief executive while wearing just a towel.”
 
 
Isn’t that interesting? Why would someone who just negotiated a multimillion-dollar deal have to feel guilty about anything?
 
 
Our beliefs about where and how work gets done distort how we evaluate work just as the power of time does. Certainly work can get done in a cubicle or in a meeting, but does it have to get done that way? If one of your business contacts is calling you on the phone with a question, do they really care if you are in your cube or at the gym? We have very little “face time” with our overseas partners and yet doesn’t our work still get accomplished with them? Most of what we do is trade information and ideas (and often electronically). There isn’t the absolute need for us to congregate in offices.
 
 
But what about meetings? What about teams? We’ll spend more time on meetings and management in the coming chapters, but for now we’ll just say this:
 
 
Everyone knows that for every productive meeting there are at least two more that aren’t.
 
 
Everyone knows that once a meeting reaches a certain size it’s likely that at least three people will be there who don’t have to be there.
 
 
Everyone knows that a good portion of what is accomplished in a meeting—meaning the actual exchange of information—could be handled through e-mail.
 
 
We think the point of meetings is to get work done. But meetings are also a way of expressing and exercising our outdated beliefs about work. This is why people who are double and triple booked are seen as more important than people who don’t have as many meetings. This is why people who can make other people go to meetings are seen as powerful, even if this power has nothing to do with effectiveness. This is why you can skate by in a job just by attending lots of meetings, because if you showed up then naturally you contributed. The work that gets done in meetings is fine. The unwritten and unspoken rules that surround meetings are one of the big reasons why work sucks.
 
 
As Gina noted in her story, there is a definite risk-reward equation at work if you don’t give people control over their time and their work. If you let your beliefs about work serve as your guide, you are robbing yourself and your coworkers and employees of the control they might even need to do their jobs. Just when you need to be as fluid as possible, just when you need to be lean and mean and thoughtful and wise and nimble and proactive and all those business things you need to be, you are hamstrung by assumptions. You’re stuck in a cube with a desktop computer and a phone with a cord so you can be there in person should your manager walk over to check up on whether or not you’re working. The game becomes looking busy instead of working hard and solving problems and contributing. It’s a game no one wins. You lose your freedom, your motivation, your soul, and in exchange for control over your life, your company often gets little more than a show of work.
 
 
None of this is written down anywhere. Employee manuals have time and vacation policy guidelines, but people don’t walk around living by the rule books. The culture at a workplace is a living, breathing thing. So how do these beliefs get reinforced?
 
 
Let’s take Heather as an example. Heather might be the unhappiest person at her company. She’s in her early forties, recently divorced with two kids who are in day care. She is the only person making that family go. She’s not always the best worker, but she’s better than most and she can really pour it on when it counts. Her problem is that her life is killing her. No matter how hard she works there is always something that isn’t getting done. Personal life or work life—neither is flourishing. She puts her kids in day care when they are sick and feels bad all day. She’s constantly being taken to task for her attendance. Her coworkers treat her like a fallen woman. Sometimes the cues are subtle—like when the room goes quiet when she walks in—but other times people say it to her face, that if she can’t seem to manage both family and work then maybe she should find another job. Over time this all adds up, until it gets to the point at which even the slightest comment can deflate her. One day she is fifteen minutes late for a morning meeting that hasn’t really started yet. As she enters the room her boss looks up and says, “Nice of you to join us,” and as sad as it sounds, this little jab pretty much destroys her whole day.
 
 
Human beings judge everything—especially other people. Their attire, their hair, their driving, their cooking, their speech, their financial well-being, their occupation, even their child-rearing skills. We make judgments automatically, and sometimes we choose to say out loud what’s in our heads. Some people are outwardly cruel, cutting down their friends and family with barely veiled references to their shortcomings. Some people are well-meaning but unthinking, making otherwise innocent comments about how much money someone makes, how their marriage is going, their weight, their hair.
 
 
Still there are rules. Part of growing up is learning what you can and cannot say to people, what is polite and what is rude. Strangely, at work a lot of these rules don’t apply. We have this weird permission to be shitty to one another at work. We judge people’s perceived work habits. We judge how we imagine people’s personal lives and personal choices affect their work. We especially judge people about how they use their time.
 
 
We say:
 
 
“Coming in at eleven again? Boy, I wish I had your hours!”
 
 
“Another vacation—how many vacation days do you get? I haven’t taken a vacation in five years!”
 
 
“How in the world could John get a promotion? He’s never even here!”
 
 
“I wish I smoked. Then I could always be on break and never have to work.”
 
 
We call this kind of judgment SludgeSM. Sludge is the negative commentary that occurs naturally in a workplace and is based on outdated beliefs about time and work.
 
 
We’ll go into Sludge in more detail in the next chapter, but for now let’s just say that Sludge performs a very important function at work. When we judge people—when we Sludge them—we are expressing outdated attitudes about time and about what work looks like and how it gets done. We judge to make a point that someone else is different. We judge to make the point that even if someone’s crime is small, they are acting outside the rules of work. We judge to make ourselves look better, to show other people (and ourselves) that we’re the hardest working, we’re the most dedicated. Most of all we judge them to reinforce those unspoken beliefs about work. It’s a vicious cycle.
 
 
Time is the misguided measure.
 
 
Beliefs about work give time more power than it deserves.
 
 
Acting on their beliefs, people judge (or Sludge) one another to give time power and reinforce the status quo.
 
 
When you look at work through this lens, then even seemingly “innocent” phrases start to take on deeper meanings.
 
 
“Ten o’clock and just getting in?”
 
 
The person who says this believes that work can only take place from eight to five in a physical place. They’re telling you that you better start coming in on time or you’ll be branded as a bad worker.
 
 
“I’m not surprised Bill got that promotion. He’s always here!”
 
 
The person who says this believes not only that if you’re not at work you can’t be doing work, but that if you aren’t seen “working” then you’ll never be recognized for your achievements. They’re reinforcing the idea that the people who work the longest hours must be getting the most done.
 
 
“Rita is in the lactation room again. I wish I had kids. I’d never have to work.”
 
 
Translation: People who have children aren’t as committed to their jobs because they’re seen as not available for work. They also work fewer hours, which means they can’t make a positive impact. This person is sending you a warning that if you take your career seriously, having kids can be a detriment.
 
 
As you start to hear what’s really behind these kinds of comments (or catch yourself making them) you’ll begin to realize how sick work is. How our sense of time and our beliefs about how work gets done are really holding us back. When we judge one another in this way, we’re championing a system that distracts us from what really matters (results) and focuses our energy on what doesn’t (time and place). We walk around feeling guilty and incompetent (or making other people feel guilty and incompetent), either sleepwalking through the day by filling up the hours, or by having to craft elaborate workarounds to a system that couldn’t be designed any better to retard accomplishment.
 
 
Next time you’re at work, try listening for Sludge. The next time people are gossiping or venting about another employee’s work habits, listen to the underlying assumptions being made about that person. You will hear lots of strange beliefs about time and place. You will hear assumptions that have nothing to do with whether or not that person is actually doing their job, but rather the way they behave at work. You might also hear what is ultimately behind every piece of Sludge: the sound of people feeling out of control. In each of these judgments there is a core truth. I have no control. I have no control over this broken system, and so I’m forced to judge other people based on rules that I instinctually know are wrong.
 
 
If the game is to prove that you’re putting in time at the office, then of course you’re going to judge someone who isn’t putting in their time. If you have no control over when and how you work, then of course you’re going to feel jealous and resentful of someone who appears to be free. If the game is unfair but you can’t change it, your only choices are to suffer in silence or to vent.
 
 
If Sludge is the sound of people feeling out of control, for management it’s also an excellent means of control. Think back to the story about Heather. If you’re not at work at eight then you’re not performing. Somehow in the space of fifteen minutes or half an hour she went from a good employee (on time at eight every day!) to a bad employee (nice of you to join us). Using nothing other than the big hand and the little hand, her boss put Heather under her thumb, and for what?
 
 
Seemingly innocent comments tell us everything about what a workplace values. We care more about time and the appearance of being dedicated and present than we do about actual performance. We care more about controlling people than about letting them succeed. We’d rather have order than excellence.
 
 
This is why you can change jobs every year and still find yourself running into the same problems with work. This is why the love you feel in the job interview eventually sours when you find out how the place really works. This is why even “progressive” companies or “young” companies can still suck. It’s not the finer points of your workplace—it’s every workplace. It’s not the bad boss or the unfair break policy. It’s the very nature of how we work.
 
 
Time, belief, and judgment are one way of looking at the problem of work, but before we move to the next chapter, we’d like to offer another. There are two opposing forces at work on your life: demand and control.
 
 
Demands push at you from one direction, and they include things like doing your job, taking care of yourself and your home, staying connected to your family and friends. These are the basic ones. People also have demands put on them from a sick or aging parent, volunteer work, a neighborhood association, a city league softball team. Even the need to sit back once in a while and read a book counts. A demand is anything you require to live your life.
 
 
The tool for pushing back against demand is control. Imagine a typical Saturday. You might run errands, have time with family and friends, go to a movie, eat lunch, pay bills, whatever. Because you’re in control of your time on Saturday you have the freedom to satisfy those demands as you see fit. You might eat lunch at three thirty instead of a traditional “lunch-time” because you’d rather catch a movie at noon and eat afterward. You might get up an hour early and pay bills and shop online to get those chores out of the way before the rest of the house wakes up, and you do so without resentment because you’re choosing to get through the low-value work so you can enjoy what matters to you most. But in the end it doesn’t matter how you go about your day. It’s your day and as long as everything gets crossed off the list, you have no one to answer to but yourself.
 
 
When people have high demands and high control, their life can be hectic but manageable. They figure out what needs to be done and when.
 
 
When people have high demands and low control, their life is both hectic and miserable. There is nothing to figure out. They are trapped in a system that piles on the demands but denies them the control to meet those demands.
 
 
This is why work sucks. You have all these demands coming at you, from real concerns like actually accomplishing the task you’ve been hired to do, to dealing with the daily nonsense of getting to work on time, sitting through meetings, standing around the break room pretending to celebrate a co-worker’s birthday, and so on. And not only do you have the demands of work, but while you’re at work the demands of the rest of your life go unattended, and you have little to no control over how and when you can meet those demands. Your time is not your own, so you do the best you can and feel like crap for not doing any one thing as well as you’d like.
 
 
The challenge then is to increase your level of control so you can effectively meet demands. We’re not advocating that people do less work. Not at all. If you have five projects, you’re
still going to have five projects. What we’re advocating is that all of us, both employer and employee, acknowledge that people’s demands are getting higher and higher, and since you can’t make those demands go away, then we absolutely must give everyone more control over how they meet those demands.
 
 
If you don’t give people more control over how they meet the demands of work and life, people aren’t going to be able to give their best at either. If people can’t give their best at either you get a world much like the one we have now, where people are both unhappy and unproductive.
 
 
Fortunately, we live in a time when this is possible. Today technology gives people incredible power over time and information. In our personal lives, technology means we don’t have to wait for the store to open to buy something. We don’t have to watch our favorite show the minute it airs or come down from Mount Everest to make a phone call.
 
 
And yet when it comes to work we suddenly have to give up all these choices. We can be strong and nimble and powerful in our personal lives and yet are forced to be slow and tradition bound at work. Technology seems to have changed the game—people telecommute and do business via BlackBerry 24/7—but we are still playing by the old Industrial Age rules, the rules of the factory floor and the typing pool.
 
 
The laptop is colliding with the punch clock.
 
 
We’re not techno-evangelists. A Results-Only Work Environment isn’t about the wonders of technology. Frankly, we couldn’t care less about the latest gadget. But this is about what technology could let us do and how we’re not taking full advantage.
 
 
Most people rush to work at the same time every day when it might be more effective to work at home for all or part of the day. You eat at your desk to show you’re available, when you might be just as reachable eating your sandwich in the park down the street. You’re punished for not being present, when there are plenty of times you’ve been present and doing a lot of nothing.
 
 
We waste a lot of time playing by these old rules at work even when our personal lives point to a better way. It’s not that time and physical space don’t matter anymore, but time and space certainly matter less. We have the practical tools to meet the demands in our lives. If only we could change our minds.
 
 
Unfortunately, knowing why work sucks isn’t enough to change it. If you get rid of a broken culture there still needs to be something to take its place. That new culture is a Results-Only Work Environment, but we’re not ready to be in a ROWE yet. First we have to change all those outdated attitudes. We have to challenge our beliefs, and we have to start getting rid of the judgment that goes with them. All that Sludge is weighing us down, but if people can’t judge one another based on those outmoded beliefs about work and time, then they can’t reinforce the old rules. If we can get rid of Sludge, then work doesn’t have to suck.
 



 
Voices from a ROWE: Kara
 
 
Kara is a designer who supports the dot-com division. She is in her early thirties and has been with Best Buy for nine years. She’s been in a ROWE for three years.
 
 
When my team first started ROWE our Sludge session was fresh in our minds, and we all made numerous jokes about it. We were testing the waters. Were we in this together or not? Was this ROWE thing real? Someone would get up to leave and they’d be teased about going to a movie and people would watch the interaction. Would the person feel guilty and sit back down? Or would they laugh and keep walking? If someone didn’t return an e-mail after three hours the slacker jokes would start. Would the person get defensive? Or laugh it off and ask what was needed of them?
 
 
This went on for a while until the day when my manager put on her coat to go home after lunch, and she squelched the jokes and called us out on our Sludge. This was the end of the jokes, as we realized that she was fully on board and ROWE was real! It was a great day. If our manager does it, then so can we.
 
 
Still, in the beginning it was frustrating to know that someone was shopping while I was in over my head with a deadline; until later, when that same person was in over their head and I was shopping. I didn’t want to be Sludged by my coworkers, so I didn’t Sludge them. When my coworker told me that he spent an afternoon helping his son with his curveball, I told him how wonderful I thought that was. It was my way of letting him know that I expected the same reaction from him when I exercised my freedom. My whole team shared this mentality of support, which was very important in stopping Sludge and making a successful ROWE environment.
 
 
Later I realized that a big difference between my team (where we didn’t Sludge each other) and the team in the next aisle (where everyone spent every day in the office) was our manager. She trusted us. She saw that we continued to meet our deadlines, and she also wanted a work-life balance for herself, and so she stopped the Sludge the way we were trained to.
 
 
In addition to a manager who fully supported ROWE, I had a team that really wanted ROWE to work. We were open and honest about any challenges that ROWE created. We had frequent, honest discussions in our team meetings. This kept us from turning Sludge jokes into a passive-aggressive way of communicating our frustrations.
 
 
Not having Sludge allows me to really feel like my work and life are in balance. I still have those crazy stretches of weeks where I probably put in more than forty hours, but now I have times when I get to shut off my computer at noon and do whatever I want with my time, Sludge (and guilt) free!
 



 
CHAPTER TWO
 
 
This Thing We Call Sludge
 
 
In the last chapter we talked about the need to change the fundamental nature of work, but isn’t there an easier solu-tion? It seems that people are feeling that the current way of work is too rigid and uniform, that if the workplace loosened up a bit some of these problems surrounding time and the way work looks would go away. Then maybe people would feel more in control. Isn’t the answer just giving people a little more flexibility? Can’t telecommuting or flextime give people what they need?
 
 
No.
 
 
We hesitate to slam flexible work arrangements. We’d hate to see someone who’s begged and pleaded and cajoled and maneuvered to have a four-day workweek feel undermined.
 
 
But flextime is nonsense.
 
 
Companies aren’t stupid. They know they need to say they’re flexible to attract talent. We challenge you to find a major corporation that doesn’t have a flextime section of their employee handbook—a section filled with relaxed, smiling faces and promises of understanding, freedom, and control.
 
 
But when you compare your idea of flexibility to your company’s view of flexibility you’ll find a big gap. Even companies with the best of intentions can’t deliver on their own promises, because flextime doesn’t solve the core problem of work. In fact, traditional alternative methods of work are actually part of the problem.
 
 
Let’s go back to Addie, our new, young employee. Addie looks at her employee handbook and notices that her company offers a flexible work arrangement option. She’s excited. If leaving a little early on Fridays after finishing her work isn’t acceptable on an informal basis, then maybe she can formalize the flexibility by taking advantage of the company’s policy. She realizes that if she could just telecommute on Fridays, then she could get a jump on her weekend while still meeting the needs of her team.
 
 
But her manager is cool to the idea. First she says that that program is really more for people who have a proven track record with the company. Addie counters that even though she is new she has gotten nothing but glowing reports on her work. Furthermore she says she is willing to address any performance questions as they go and if it’s not working to make the appropriate changes. Addie’s boss immediately agrees that whatever arrangement they might come up with would certainly be under great scrutiny. “We can’t just have people off doing whatever,” she says. Then her boss says that in fact it would probably be better to revisit this idea after they clear their current slate of projects. Addie pushes and says she thinks she can handle it now, that between voice mail and e-mail and secure remote access to the company’s computer system that it won’t even be that different from her being there. Her boss says that it’s probably not best. People are already talking about her laissez-faire attitude toward time, and maybe Addie should first buckle down for a few months and show everyone that she is committed to the company by keeping regular hours. Then they can talk. “But I have to warn you,” Addie’s boss says. “It’s a long shot. There are a lot of people in line ahead of you for a perk like this. Let’s face it. If I let you do it then I have to let everyone do it.”
 
 
Addie’s encounter with her boss shows the three main problems with traditional flexible work arrangements. First, there is almost always limited access depending on seniority, title, or job description. Flextime or telecommuting is for managers and directors, not administrative assistants or entry-level people. Flextime or telecommuting is for people who have project-oriented work, but not for people who are part of a daily process, such as people who work in a call center or on a customer service line. Those “frontline” people have to have their asses in a seat.
 
 
Most of all you have to earn the right to be on a four-day week. Flexibility with your hours or the ability to work from home are the kind of ultimate perks for those who are so good, so accomplished that they can flout convention and strike out on their own. You have to earn these privileges, even though all you’re doing is shifting from five eight-hour days to four ten-hour days, even though you’re still doing the same job. Only rock stars get to have a say in how they spend their time.
 
 
Second, flexible work arrangements are conditional. They are a privilege that can be taken away at any time based on the needs of the business, not the employee. We have a copy of a pamphlet from a major computer company that touts their understanding of people’s need to work more flexibly. (You know they mean it because the cover shows a picture of a pile of rocks balanced each on top of another to show, you know, balance.) But the more closely you read the pamphlet, the more that pile of rocks starts to look precarious. Employees still need to work core hours; they might lose their flextime if there is a perceived business need; and each person’s capacity to participate in the program will be assessed on an individual basis and will be subject to periodic review to make sure both employee and company needs are being met. In other words: flexible!
 
 
But the real killer is the price you have to pay for a flexible work arrangement. Because these programs are by definition special, anyone who participates in a flexible work arrangement has to worry about suspicion from their boss (“They aren’t working regular hours so how do I know I’m getting a full workload out of them?” “On the days they’re not here how do I know they’re even working?”) and envy from their coworkers.
 
 
Have you ever heard anyone in your office praise the work ethic or the accomplishments of a coworker on a flexible schedule? Aren’t you more likely to hear doubts about their commitment or digs about their availability or even open resentment that they get to do whatever they want?
 
 
We’re back to the idea that “perception is reality.” At companies around the world people opt out of flexible work arrangements for fear of committing career suicide. Some managers will even come right out and say that working under those kinds of arrangements is not the way to advance. And even if management is supportive, your coworkers often aren’t. Even when you’re at a relatively progressive company or a younger company, if you’re working in a nontraditional manner you still have to prove yourself just that little bit more. People feel obligated to report their progress to justify their absence. Because at any time the old norms could snap them back into their place. Who needs the hassle?
 
 
The reason for this is that even though flexible work arrangements might seem to give people control, your work is still evaluated based on the old rules of work.
 
 
And what do those rules say?
 
 
People who aren’t in the office and therefore physically available all the time aren’t really working.
 
 
People who work from home aren’t really working because work takes place in an office.
 
 
People who work from home are taking advantage of the company by watching Oprah and eating cake and ice cream while lounging in a hammock and not working.
 
 
Ultimately, people who telecommute or work four-day weeks can’t be trusted because they’re not in the office, where they can be seen working. (Or, as we’ve discussed, looking like they’re working.)
 
 
The issue here is trust. People just want to be trusted to do their work. They want to be trusted as adults in the workplace, adults who will do their jobs. Everyone knows what trust feels like and flexible work arrangements are not about trust.
 
 
We trust you! (But during our busy season we may ask you to come into the office on Fridays so everyone’s here to do their job.)
 
 
We trust you! (But let’s check back in six months to make sure this new arrangement is working out for everyone.)
 
 
We trust you! (But we don’t trust Bob. Programs like this are only for director-level employees and higher.)
 
 
This is what we call the Flexibility Con Game and it makes people miserable. Because the only thing worse than complete mistrust is mistrust masquerading as trust. It’s draining and demoralizing for employees to have to listen to management pretend to trust them while behaving as if they don’t. Nothing makes you feel more out of control than to be given the illusion of control, while underneath it’s just demands, demands, demands. As opposed to being a way to make work suck less, flexible work arrangements actually reinforce the status quo. In fact, flextime can make life suck more.
 
 
Let’s go back to Addie and say that somehow she overcomes her boss’s objections and the hidden rules and secret codes behind the company’s flextime program. Now what is her life like? In some ways she finds that she is more aware of time and more aware of the need to show her face to make sure people know she’s working. Instead of freedom and flexibility there is now an extra layer of misery to her job. She hears things like this from her team and manager:
 
 
“We’re not going to loop you into the decision-making on this project. It’s too critical and since you’re not here every day we can’t risk not being nimble.”
 
 
“It’s really too bad that you’re not here every day. Sometimes it feels like we have to work harder to make up for your not being here.”
 
 
“There are some Fridays when it would be nice to be able to stop by your cube and ask you a quick question.”
 
 
No one can point to any concrete failings on Addie’s part. She is still doing her job and making her deliverables, and between her cell phone and e-mail she has never missed a beat. But still there is no such thing as a clean day. She doesn’t get credit for the hours she works on Fridays and even though she’s getting her job done on Fridays she feels a mixture of worry and guilt that she’s not in the office. She knows people are talking about her behind her back and even worse she has internalized a lot of these complaints. Even though these comments seem to be based on envy more than on any real dissatisfaction with her or the job she is doing, Addie finds herself imagining conversations in her head and preparing defenses for her behavior. She works extra hard to have lots of ideas and insights so when someone lets loose a sarcastic “Oh, you’re here today!” she has a genuine idea as a comeback. The worst part about this for Addie is that it’s making her question her competence. Even though all of this misery is based on attitudes about time and beliefs about how work gets done, she mistakes it for performance. There is a pall over her entire life.
 
 
She is, in short, drowning in Sludge.
 
 
The kind of flak Addie took from her boss is modeled after the problems that started to surface halfway through the Alternative Work Program. Even though AWP wasn’t a true Results-Only Work Environment, the power it gave employees to choose their schedules did make a big difference. The 320 people in the pilot reported lower stress and increased engagement and higher productivity. Overall, they were happier than they ever had been at work.
 
 
Or at least until they had to interact with other people in the company who weren’t in AWP. When the employees in the pilot program were with one another everything was fine. They had adapted to their new way of working. Their managers supported them. But once they stepped outside the AWP bubble all those good feelings went away, because the rest of the culture not only didn’t support what they were doing, but even tried to undermine them.
 
 
“How can you expect to support retail if you’re never here?”
 
 
“Oh, you’re on that flextime thing. So do you get anything done?”
 
 
“AWP sounds nice, but you’ll never get promoted if you’re not here.”
 
 
Like flextime policies around the country, AWP turned out to be a giant judgment generating machine. But the difference this time is that we recognized what was happening. We could see from the very beginning that if this idea of giving people more control over their time was going to work it had to happen companywide.
 
 
By the time AWP was winding down, Jody was brought on board as the corporate change agent responsible for working with Cali to take this idea to the next level. Jody’s background included work on the Strategic Alliance team, whose responsibility it was to develop partnerships with other companies. Jody’s specific role was to develop processes for overcoming cultural differences between the company and its alliance partners. Jody understood the importance of culture in making real changes. If you tried to train people to behave differently without addressing the underlying culture, you were lost. The unwritten rules would trump the written rules every time.
 
 
It seems like a small thing, but as we saw in the last chapter, culture doesn’t have to be in the foreground to be powerful. As we started discussing how AWP could grow into something larger we knew that Sludge was the key to everything. As long as there is Sludge, work will continue to suck. But if we can challenge our outmoded attitudes about time and how work gets done—if we can eradicate Sludge—then we can move toward a new way of working and thinking about work.
 
 
Getting rid of Sludge is not always easy, and it continues to be a goal (and sometimes a challenge) for individuals and teams as they live life in a ROWE. But getting rid of Sludge changes everything.
 
 
So what exactly is Sludge?
 
 
As we began to discuss in chapter one, we define Sludge as any negative comment we make that serves to reinforce old ideas about how work gets done. Another way of looking at Sludge is as a kind of code for the status quo. We can’t come out and say what we want to say, so we talk around it.
 
 
Someone says, “Eleven o’clock and you’re just getting in?” because they can’t say, “That’s not fair! I got in at eight like everyone else.”
 
 
Someone says, "Another vacation? How many vacation days do you get? I haven’t taken a vacation in five years!” because they can’t say, “You’re a slacker. Only people who sacrifice their time are committed to their jobs.”
 
 
Someone says, “I can’t believe Toby got that promotion. He’s never here!” because they can’t say, “I don’t get it. I turn out the lights at this place every night, so why am I being passed over?”
 
 
One of the things that makes Sludge so dangerous is that it seems so small. So what if people make jokes once in a while about people coming in late or missing a meeting? Who cares if someone’s feelings are bruised? Work isn’t supposed to build self-esteem and make us feel good about ourselves, right? That’s why it’s called work.
 
 
Maybe, but let us offer this story. In 2003, when we started bringing ROWE to the company at large, we weren’t as sophisticated in our terminology or our teaching methods. Sludge hadn’t been named yet. We hadn’t fully articulated our ideas about time, belief, and judgment. We were flying by the seat of our pants. We had no manual, but we knew to focus on culture.
 
 
Today a Sludge session lasts an hour and a half, and we cover all the different types of Sludge you’ll read about below. When we first started, however, the sessions were only half an hour, and rather than give the meeting shape we just asked people to volunteer all the judgments people fling at one another at work. (We highly encourage you to try this with your friends.)
 
 
One group we’ll never forget came up with more than a hundred bits of Sludge in twenty minutes. Someone would start a riff about working mothers and five other people would pile on the judgment. Then entry-level people. Then older workers. Then smokers. Then people who work from home. Then people who never come to meetings. It was like watching jazz musicians trade solos. And the most amazing thing about it was that afterward no one who was in that room could honestly say that these kinds of judgments in the workplace 
1. are warranted, 
2. contribute to the bottom line, or 
3. are anything other than a pernicious distraction from the real work at hand. 
 
 
This session was also a turning point for the development of a Results-Only Work Environment because we started to notice certain themes. The different kinds of Sludge fit into buckets. There were times when people seemed to get themselves ready for Sludge, which may or may not come (Sludge Anticipation). There were times when people would go through an elaborate pantomime to explain why they were five minutes late and how they were going to work extra hard that day (Sludge Justification). And there were those especially choice times when two people or a group of people would make nasty comments about a person who wasn’t there (Back Sludge or a Sludge Conspiracy).
 
 
When we were first starting out we just told people to stop judging one another. We told them to put a jar in the break room—anytime someone flung Sludge they had to put a quarter in it. But now we saw that the different types of Sludge would need to be eradicated in different ways.
 
 
Before we get to eradication, however, we need to expand upon the different kinds of Sludge because they have subtle but important differences.
 
 
Sludge Anticipation is the mental preparation we all go through if we are expecting a piece of Sludge. Let’s say you’re a qualified, capable employee who is in no immediate danger of losing your job, and you’re running fifteen minutes late for work. Do you simply not give your lateness a second thought? Or do you start running through excuses in your head for why you’re late? If you’re like most people—even in the most results-focused company—you’re probably trying out different excuses in your head. You’re anticipating the snarky comment, and maybe stressing out a bit about your boss’s or your coworkers’ negative reaction. Even if the Sludge you get is good-natured and gentle, it still feels like a shot.
 
 
So on one hand Sludge can be something very small—a little dig, a joke. On the other hand, Sludge is very big. Even if it hurts someone’s feelings only slightly, it’s still negative and it’s still undesirable. Sludge Anticipation wastes time and energy, two things that in business and in life are never in enough supply.
 
 
In the example above, the qualified, hard-working person is expending energy and time for what? To justify a measly fifteen minutes? Even if it were an hour would it matter that much? As important as your job might be, most of us are not open-heart surgeons. The patient isn’t going to die on the table if we come in at eight thirty versus eight.
 
 
The worst part about Sludge Anticipation is the way it reinforces those old, broken norms. Sludge Anticipation is what enables a culture of fear in which you’d rather call in sick than have to worry about getting slammed for being late, in which you’re nervous about taking too long a lunch, in which you feel like a kid who’s done something to piss off your parents, even though you’re not quite sure what.
 
 
Every second you spend anticipating a piece of Sludge, every second you spend coming up with excuses for being late or for skipping an irrelevant meeting, you are reinforcing this culture of fear. The worst part about it is that we do this to ourselves. We’ve so internalized these rules and expectations that we will punish ourselves for being late even if no one says a word. And when we “waltz in” a half hour late and no one says anything what do we feel? Relief! It’s like we got away with something. And what did we get away with? A little bit of time that frankly shouldn’t belong to anyone but us.
 
 
So if Sludge affects us personally more than we realize, what else is it doing to our lives? Sludge Anticipation is unnecessary, but we have only begun to waste our own time, other people’s time, and our company’s time. Now we enter the realm of Sludge Justification.
 
 
Let’s say you get to work fifteen minutes late and you get hit with that piece of Sludge. “Oh, look who’s here.” Then you have to justify yourself, and because of the rules of work, because you’re judged based on time and what work looks like, you can’t say, “Yes, I am here and I do a great job, so why do you care?” Instead you have to make up an excuse based on time. You were stuck in traffic, there was an accident, your kid wasn’t feeling well, or the cable guy came over and you had to let him in or blah, blah, blah.
 
 
Who cares? During this entire exchange you and your coworker are standing there at work not working and spending all this time having a conversation that does what? When someone says to you, “Oh, look who’s here,” they are wasting their time judging you, Sludging you, and you then have to waste time defending yourself. You are also likely to tell a white lie, because the reasons we are late are usually so small they don’t sound important enough to justify our misbehavior.
 
 
Then there is the aftermath of the exchange, when you waste a little more time shaking it off, rolling with it, getting to your desk, and starting your job. Let’s say you’re not a high performer who is ultrasecure in your job. Let’s say you’re new or you’re in a division where there are layoff rumors. Then what kind of morning do you have? If you’re like most people you are going to worry about being fifteen minutes late. You might spend the rest of the day worrying about the consequences of being late, and while you’re worrying you’re not as focused on the task at hand. In fact, you might come in early and stay late for the next two or three days and worry a little more not only about being late, but whether or not people are going to notice you making up the time.
 
 
All this expended time and energy and at no point has anyone thought for a second about the outcomes the business was trying to drive.
 
 
All this expended time and energy to do nothing more than reinforce the status quo that doesn’t work.
 
 
All this expended time and energy over a few lousy minutes. The thing about Sludge is that it doesn’t take much of it in your day to have a negative impact. Take any company that is struggling, or any division or group that is having a hard time with the actual business at hand, or one with poor leadership or intense market pressures, and a culture of Sludge can erupt like an algae bloom. And the more a company buys into those old attitudes about time and beliefs about how work gets done, the more Sludge can run rampant. It can even become an integral part of how people socialize.
 
 
We call this Back Sludge, or, if there are enough people, a Sludge Conspiracy. This is the watercooler talk that we’ve all witnessed or taken part in. You can hear it almost any time you get people together at work and the conversation turns away from the business at hand (or what was on TV last night) and the daggers come out for whoever is not in the room. Kara’s comment about how other people would view her department getting control over its time wasn’t paranoia. Every company has a person, team, or department that other people slam when they’re not around.
 
 
“Those IT people are always goofing off. They should try doing a real job instead of playing around on the computer all day.”
 
 
“Those smokers are practically always on break. I think I’ll take up smoking. I might get lung cancer but at least I won’t have to work as hard.”
 
 
“Rick isn’t getting any younger; he should retire and make room for someone who isn’t a hundred years old.”
 
 
Just look at these examples and think about what is behind them. The first one says that work that involves socializing with clients isn’t real work. The second one says that the time in your chair is more important than your ideas. The last that old people can’t possibly be effective. But each of these comments serves a larger function. In its sick, twisted way, Sludge brings people together. This is old-fashioned tribalism. You’re in my tribe. That person over there is not. When you create a Sludge Conspiracy you’re really saying, “We play by the rules. We’re good workers. That person over there is not.”
 
 
When we Sludge in groups we are also creating a public mask for our own deficiencies. You don’t have to be responsible for results as long as you clock in your time. You don’t have to be competent if you can make someone else look incompetent. You don’t have to have ideas if you can make someone else look stupid.
 
 
Every Sludge Conspiracy just reinforces these bad attitudes. You might feel temporarily superior to someone else for bashing their work habits, but you gain nothing. If anything you reinforce the bars of your prison. Because if you slag someone for being fifteen minutes late, you’d better believe you’ll be fifteen minutes late yourself someday. And then you go from being the Sludger to the Sludgee.
 
 
Sludge, even in small amounts, holds us all back. We could give the laundry list of what this kind of behavior does to businesses—reduces engagement, lowers motivation, slows down the organization—but what it really boils down to is common sense:
 
 
When you’re giving Sludge or receiving it or anticipating it you’re not contributing to work or to your life.
 
 
When we allow Sludge we’re accepting and reinforcing a workplace that values time and appearances over genuine accomplishment. If you were judged and paid based on what you actually contributed to your organization, then time and place wouldn’t be a factor. You could be the person from the previous chapter who negotiated the multimillion-dollar deal in their boxers. But as long as there is Sludge, then you have to feel guilty about not being in the office where the “real work” gets done.
 
 
As long as there is Sludge, you’ll never be free.
 
 
We have to eradicate Sludge.
 
 
Once you get wise to the existence of Sludge you start to see it everywhere. It can be a liberating feeling, like you now have a word for something that you’ve known about your entire life but couldn’t quite name. Seeing Sludge everywhere can also make you feel gross. And it is everywhere. You find it in your home, at work, with your friends. You start getting attuned to all of the strange and unfair ways we judge people.
 
 
Some of this is human nature. There is a certain amount of Sludge that will never go away, and when it comes to Sludge in your family or community or in the world of politics, there may be no answer.
 
 
But work is another story, in part because there is an expectation to be professional. Even though we don’t really behave the way we should, we’re supposed to be neutral, objective, calm, and fair. This expectation is one of the few norms about work that is beneficial. The key is to make that norm more than lip service. And that requires the eradication of Sludge.
 
 
When people move from a traditional work environment to a ROWE we call it “migration.” It starts with a team kickoff where we introduce the ideas of time, belief, and judgment. We give them a language to describe why work sucks. We introduce Sludge.
 
 
The reason for this is simple. If there is no Sludge, then it’s harder (or even impossible) to reinforce the status quo. If you take away people’s ability to judge themselves and others based on time, then it’s harder for time to be used as a measure for performance. If you take away people’s ability to judge themselves and others based on what work looks like and how work gets done, then it’s harder for beliefs about work to be used as a measure for performance. Getting rid of Sludge is the first step, the crucial step, toward creating a Results-Only Work Environment.
 
 
This might seem like a big job. Sludge is pervasive, universal, and in some cases, even fun. How do you eradicate it from an entire workplace?
 
 
The first thing people need to do is refrain from giving Sludge. This is simply a matter of being more aware of the way we judge people in the workplace. Everyone is different. Some people are more obsessed with how work looks. Others are time minders. You have to search your own soul for your own contribution to the status quo. Are you a clock-watcher? Do you keep silent note of other people’s hours? Or are you biased toward personality? If you’re in a meeting, do you assume that the people who keep to themselves and listen aren’t contributing? (Or vice versa: Sometimes we judge the overly talkative as using conversation to mask the fact that they don’t have anything concrete to add.)
 
 
Once you find out what your biases are, try to look at people in another way. We’re not saying that you have to be nice to everyone or that you have to be a better person. We’re only asking that you act like a better person. You’re going to judge people, so judge them on their performance, on their ability to meet goals. Take time and place out of the equation. (You can still judge people as incompetent, but it has to be for the right reasons.) Cutting down on your Sludge output is pretty doable. You just have to keep asking yourself, What needs to get done? Is this person (or am I) delivering or not? Everything else—when they come in, how much time they spend in their cube, how long their lunch lasts—is no longer your concern. We think you’ll find just doing this to be liberating.
 
 
Remember the break room Sludge jar that some teams installed in the early days? The funny thing was that those jars remained largely empty. Once we identified Sludge and once people knew what was at stake (that if they could get rid of Sludge they would get more freedom and control over their time) no one wanted to do it. People thought, Even if it’s just a quarter I don’t want to do it. I don’t want to be the jerk. I’d rather focus on results.
 
 
But of course we can’t control other people’s behavior toward us. So the next thing to get rid of is Sludge Justification. The great thing about Sludge Justification is that all those excuses that you make up, all those things you say to prove you’re dedicated (I know I’m late but I’ll work extra hours today to make up for it) can be knocked out with one question:
 
 
“Is there anything you need?”
 
 
The Sludger gives their Sludge: “Your kid seems to get sick a lot. Aren’t you worried that it’s going to interfere with your career?”
 
 
You say, in a calm, professional, and nondefensive way, “Is there anything you need?” or, “Is there something I can help you with?”
 
 
If said with sincerity, if said in the spirit of really trying to help the person (in other words, in the spirit of doing your job), you will find that this stops Sludge in its tracks because now instead of talking about misguided assumptions, you’re talking about what needs to get done. The issue now is not whether or not your kids are hampering your career but what that person specifically needs from you right now.
 
 
Often you’ll find that the Sludger doesn’t really need anything at all. They were just flinging crap around.
 
 
But there are times when someone does need something. So you give it to them. And if they complain about your availability, bring it back to the work. “Did you try calling me or e-mailing me?” or, “The deadline for that is Friday. We’re on track. But if there is something we need to discuss then let’s talk about it.”
 
 
The point here is to always redirect focus back to the work. The Sludger, even if they don’t realize it, wants to have the conversation based on norms. They are trying to dominate or control or undermine based on time and beliefs about how work is done. The karate chop you can deliver is to bring the conversation calmly and positively back to the work. You ignore the comments about time and the need to be physically present and talk only about the work.
 
 
We realize that this isn’t easy. People have said to us, “Isn’t that rude to redirect the conversation like that? Isn’t that disrespectful?” At first people felt guilty pushing back in this way, especially if the person doing the Sludging wanted something or needed something. People were still hung up on the idea of availability rather than performance.
 
 
The irony of this is that what’s disrespectful is for the person to ask you why you weren’t there at eight in the first place. Furthermore, the person who is mad at you because you weren’t in your cube at eight better have a very good reason. When you say “Is there something you need?” people are exposed for their poor planning. Their poor planning was the reason they didn’t get the report when they wanted it, not that you weren’t in your cube at eight. (And, as we’ll see in later chapters, it doesn’t matter if the person doing the Sludging is your boss. In a Results-Only Work Environment, everyone’s time is respected.)
 
 
You would be amazed at the effect this shift in focus has on the workplace. We’ll see in future chapters how not talking about time makes the workplace much different. Emergencies don’t seem like emergencies anymore. There is more planning. Problems actually get addressed instead of deflected with promises to put in more hours or stay late. You spend more time talking about the actual work, and, not surprisingly, more work gets done. The tone of the workplace also improves, because it’s also really hard to judge people based on what doesn’t matter when you’re focusing on what does.
 
 
This focus on results—knowing that you can deflect Sludge with a well placed “Can I help you?”—makes getting rid of Sludge Anticipation easier. Because what you really should be asking yourself is not, “What kind of excuse can I come up with?” The question you really need to ask yourself—and not just when you’re running late—is, “Am I doing my job?” Because if you’re performing and meeting expectations, nobody should be able to say boo.
 
 
Finally, you need to work on getting rid of Back Sludge, to avoid taking part in the Sludge Conspiracies. This can be a hard one. It would be easy to say that all you need to do is simply not participate, but we realize that we’re talking about how people socialize. When people are being bitchy about coworkers it feels good to be included in the conversation. And people do say funny things about other people. It can be hard not to laugh. Furthermore, it’s uncomfortable to call other people out for their Sludge, but that is what you need to do.
 
 
If someone makes a comment about time you need to redirect back to the work.
 
 
If someone says, “Jan is always taking breaks. She’s never here when I need her,” you can say, “I’ve never noticed her breaks. She’s always gotten her work in to me when I needed it.” Or, “Have you talked to Jan about what you need?” Or, “What do you need that Jan isn’t providing? Maybe I can help you.”
 
 
Now, if Jan isn’t doing her job, then the idea isn’t to cover for her incompetence, but the point of eradicating Sludge is to focus on the work, not the time. If Jan isn’t performing, then sixty hours of work are probably not going to make the difference. Perhaps there is another problem, a training problem or miscommunication about deliverables or who knows? But as long as we’re ganging up on people about time, then we will never know. If you focus on the work, not only will you eliminate Sludge but you also might even find out why Jan isn’t doing her job.
 
 
Always focus on the work. This will eradicate Sludge in almost every case. If you focus on the work, then you can’t attack other people, you can’t gang up on your coworkers, you can’t beat yourself up.
 
 
Sludge says:
 
 
You’re not committed.
 
 
You’re only valued based on the hours spent in the workplace.
 
 
You’re not trusted to be left unsupervised.
 
 
You’re not worth being respected.
 
 
Focusing on the work says:
 
 
Let’s stop pointing fingers and solve the problem.
 
 
Let’s not get caught up in office politics and instead get the job done.
 
 
There is no time for this bullshit. We have work to do.
 
 
No Sludge.
 



 
Voices from a ROWE: Phil
 
 
Phil is a process improvement specialist and Six Sigma black belt. He is in his early forties. He has been in a ROWE for three and a half years.
 
 
There is this misconception that ROWE is about giving people more time with the kids. A ROWE is not about having more time or having time off. You may not work fewer hours. You may even work more, but you do it on your terms.
 
 
I see a ROWE as an intense focus on business results. You focus on business results and you ignore what doesn’t matter. Usually when people talk about ROWE they talk about the calendar. This is the last thing I talk about. When you finally stop talking about the calendar, you have completely entered the ROWE mindset—because you’re truly focused on results.
 
 
Work culture makes people do and say things that don’t drive results. The ROWE mindset is the opposite. In a ROWE, I now do what I know is right for the customer. If I’m a good employee, then I’m going to do what I know is right. It’s not what company culture says is right. It’s what personal culture says is right. What happens in corporate America is that people don’t have the right to speak up for what they think is the best way to get the job done. They are given a job description and hours to fill, but they don’t have the right to stand up for what they know their customer needs or wants. Their work culture keeps them from doing and saying the things that will drive outcomes.
 
 
I was in a meeting today and I said that if I wrote down everything I heard that we’d like to accomplish I’d have forty-six goals. My coworker said, “What’s wrong with that?” We have to stop kidding ourselves. This idea that you’re supposed to think big. You’re supposed to be everything to everyone. You’re going to be all things to the world. And then when you’re forced to cut back to what’s really important, it’s a failure. Reality feels like a failure.
 
 
For me the beauty of a ROWE is that you remove all those elements, like the forty-six goals, that get in the way of the good job you could be doing. You take the list of what you could do this year and you focus on getting it shorter. You stop kidding yourself and you focus on the customer. All of a sudden in a ROWE all kinds of extra capacity shows up in the calendar because you’re focused on the results. That’s a ROWE. More and more choice and more and more control for the people you’re supposed to be working for: the customer.
 



 
CHAPTER THREE
 
 
A Results-Only Work Environment
 
 
In the early stages of developing a Results-Only Work Environment we weren’t as keyed in as we are today on how a ROWE creates an intense focus on business results. In fact, during the first phase of training, when around 30 percent of Best Buy employees had migrated to a ROWE, we were still talking a lot about the calendar.
 
 
Back in 2004 we helped define a ROWE using a calendar exercise. Depending on who was running the session, Cali or Jody would put a random month on the wall and then ask people to choose when they would like to work in the building, out of the building, or not at all. The employees were then given red, green, and yellow markers and asked to put a dot on a day for when they were not working (red), when they were working out of the building (yellow), and working in the building (green). We said, “do whatever you want.” Put a not-working dot on a Wednesday, put a working-in-the-building dot on a Sunday. As long as the work gets done it’s up to you.
 
 
After a dozen or so people put their dots on the calendar we all stepped back and looked at the big picture. A cynic might think that the whole calendar would be filled with red dots, but that was not the case at all. Even though this was just an exercise, people didn’t abuse the idea. They still put up plenty of green and yellow dots, but it was on their terms, and when we stepped back and looked at the whole month we immediately noticed two things. One, there was never a time when people weren’t working. People were still going to do their jobs. For a lot of managers in the room this was a relief, and, for some, even the glimpse at an opportunity. In a 24/7 economy it could be a great benefit to be able to have people solving problems and accomplishing tasks throughout the month. Bonus.
 
 
But the employees also saw that they could be comfortable working in a nontraditional way. They might have put a red dot on a Thursday, but there were always plenty of yellow and green dots from their coworkers. They wouldn’t have to feel guilty for “slacking off” on a Thursday, because there were other people contributing. They would have their time to carry the load on another day.
 
 
But the calendar exercise also raised some challenging questions that pushed at the boundaries of our beliefs about work. For example, we’d ask people if they put a red dot on a Wednesday, did they need to take a vacation day? People would hesitate and then someone would say, “No. As long as the work is getting done then it doesn’t matter.” Or we’d ask them if they were working at home on a Monday did they need to put an out of the office reminder on their e-mail. Again they would hesitate and then someone would say, “No. As long as I’ve got my cell phone and I have access to e-mail it doesn’t matter where I am. I’m working and people can get ahold of me, so who cares?”
 
 
These kinds of conversations were what led us to solidify our ideas about time, belief, and judgment. The more we did the calendar exercise the more we came to understand what Phil was talking about in his story. We’d start with time, but eventually we’d be talking about the work.
 
 
In fact, as more and more people started to migrate from a traditional work environment to a ROWE, word started to spread throughout Best Buy. People would come into the training sessions with smarter questions. It started out with us pushing employees to challenge their assumptions, but then the employees started to make us challenge our own.
 
 
People started to put red, yellow, and green dots on the same day. They realized that there was never a day where you didn’t think about work in some small way. They started to talk about how total control over their time couldn’t be confined to days. It had to be fluid enough to work throughout the day. They wanted to get up and answer e-mails at six, then take the morning off to spend time with their kids, then come into the office in the afternoon to have a meeting, then go to a movie and then wrap things up at night. They wanted total control.
 
 
The employees didn’t want the core values and identity of the company to change, but as the work culture started to change, we recognized that both our message and our methods needed to evolve.
 
 
In those early days we called ROWE a Results-Oriented Work Environment. The ever-changing calendar showed us that “oriented” didn’t take the idea far enough. Flexible work arrangements are “oriented” toward employee empowerment but when push comes to shove it’s still the old game of hierarchies, chains of command, and the military model of management. After we had been implementing ROWE at Best Buy for a year or two we realized that the only way for this idea to work was if it were a Results-Only Work Environment. In other words, results and only results are what everyone uses to measure performance in the workplace. If people were going to have total control over their time, the only measure could be results. Eventually this led us to what would become the simplest definition of a Results-Only Work Environment:
 
 
Each person is free to do whatever they want, whenever they want, as long as the work gets done.
 
 
Let’s take the first part of that definition: Each person is free to do whatever they want, whenever they want. What does that mean?
 
 
The closest analogy is college. In college you know what you have to do to learn and to get good grades. You have to go to class, study the material, do well on tests or papers or in labs. And depending on the grade you want you can gauge for yourself how hard you want to work, what kind of extracurricular activities you select, how involved you want to be with your professor’s research or the inner workings of the department. Depending on what you want out of college you might even be careful about the types of people you hang out with.
 
 
A college student has complete control over when and how their work gets done. There are rules of thumb, but ultimately it’s up to the individual. You learn pretty quickly that boozing every night with trust fund slackers is probably not the ticket to an A. Also, no one stands over your shoulder while you’re reading your textbook and says, “Study that! No, wait! Study that!” Even classes, which seem mandatory, are in fact optional. (It’s not advisable to skip all your classes, but ultimately it’s your choice.) Furthermore, you are expected to be ethical, academically honest, and fair in your dealings with faculty and other students. Whatever you want, whenever you want, doesn’t mean you can lie, cheat, and steal. Even though there is freedom, there are still rules.
 
 
Probably one of the hardest things about college is that for the first time in your life you’re pretty much on your own to figure out what’s important to you, how you study best, where your strengths and weaknesses are as a reader, writer, and thinker. But that’s also the fun of college. You choose the results, and then you drive the behaviors and attitudes that will get those results.
 
 
This is what happens in a Results-Only Work Environment. If you get results, then anything else you do with your time is completely up to you. What work looks like in terms of where it takes place and during what hours is no longer important. You work when and how you work best. You are in complete control.
 
 
Like college there are also larger expectations. You are part of a team, part of a division, part of a company. If you choose to party and play Hacky Sack in the parking lot and do D-minus work, then, rather than getting a stern word from the dean, you might get fired.
 
 
This idea of completely letting go of the way we’re used to working makes a lot of people uncomfortable. As we’ll see, it can be a struggle for management to let go of this kind of control over their employees. A lot of people’s gut reaction to this idea is that it’s too big a change. If you give people complete control over getting their work done, that means completely giving up the old model of work. This is exactly the point of a ROWE, but that’s not easy for some people to take.
 
 
For example, look at the following online posting that was written as a response to a Business Week cover story on ROWE. The poster, writing under the name sheezheer, embodies this attitude that some flexibility is okay, but complete employee control would be chaos:
 
 
“We have the same options, although not as extreme. These are not new concepts just new levels. We have job sharing, flex time, can work from home on occasion, come in late, leave early, etc. as long as it doesn’t adversely affect performance. Presence in the office is warranted most of the time to avoid additional costs and coordinate information in groups, but not required all the time. This level of flexibility should be a PRIVILEGE (for the proven), not a RIGHT” (emphasis his or hers).
 
 
Privilege is a funny word, isn’t it? Isn’t that a word we use with children when we feel the need to remind them who’s in control? Do your homework, young man, or no Xbox. Video games are a privilege not a right!
 
 
According to sheezheer, the ideal state of work is still in the office, in meetings, in the physical space. In other words, we’re back to the idea that because a company owns the product of your work they also own your time. They have control over where you are and when. A little flexibility is okay, but too much flexibility is “extreme.” You need to be remarkable to be treated like an adult.
 
 
We’re also back to the Flexibility Con Game. In fact, as the following table shows, one way of defining a Results-Only Work Environment is by showing what it’s not. Because it’s definitely not flextime. In a ROWE employee control isn’t a perk—it’s the norm.
 

 
There’s a misperception out there that just because a manager lets an employee go to a dentist appointment, then that’s flexible working. That’s not flexible working at all. ROWE is really putting the freedom and the power back in the employees’ hands to determine what and how and when people work best. A Results-Only Work Environment is about recognizing and acting on people’s need to have more control over their lives to meet all the demands in their lives.
 
 
In other words, no matter how flexible a nontraditional schedule is it’s still a schedule. Flexible schedule is an oxymoron. Which is why in a ROWE there are no schedules.
 
 
So how can this possibly be? Not that anyone wants Sludge, but what happens when the status quo starts to break down? If I’m not playing time games with myself and other people anymore, if I’m really free to do whatever I want (and you are—this is not a trick), then how do I measure my performance? How does my manager judge my work? What am I supposed to be doing with my time?
 
 
These concerns are addressed by the second half of the definition of a ROWE: as long as the work gets done.
 
 
“As long as the work gets done” is no small thing. As we said in the last chapter, a Results-Only Work Environment is not about working less or making work go away. Those five projects? You still have them. But instead of measuring your performance based on the outcome of those projects plus a sprinkling of face time, getting in early, and kissing your boss’s ass, you are only measured on results. If you do a good job then you are rewarded and paid and promoted based on the job you do and nothing else. We’ve arrived at Phil’s idea of getting real with what you can do and then intensely focusing on business results.
 
 
There are going to be skeptics who will say that their workplace is already like this. We’re certainly not claiming that we invented this idea of basing work on results. There are a lot of companies that are mostly focused on results. There are managers within larger, more rigid companies that look the other way on hours as long as people focus on results. There are even professions—such as sales—that allow almost complete autonomy for their workers as long as they meet their monthly numbers.
 
 
But we would challenge any business in terms of how thoroughly they embrace a results-only approach. Does the organization even in a small way still reward (or punish) people based on time? Are there core hours? Or if you aren’t performing does your manager suggest you put in more time? Or do your coworkers judge one another based on the clock? Furthermore, does everyone in the organization work in a results-only model?
 
 
What’s tricky about these beliefs is that we often don’t know we have them. Once we were speaking to a group of high-level people in a Fortune 100 company. To demonstrate how pervasive the unwritten rules of a culture are, and how they are a part of a larger cultural system of work, we asked them what time was considered coming in “on time.”
 
 
Because they knew about ROWE they had already anticipated our game. They said, “We can come in any time.” Some of them were even kind of smug about it, as if to say, See, we’re flexible.
 
 
But then we asked, “Can everybody at your company come in whenever they want, just like you?” This sobered them up and they then admitted that not everybody could come in when they wanted to. When we asked again what coming in on time was, they all knew the exact time to the minute. The same was true for what was considered leaving “early.” Because they were high-level employees the rules may not have applied to them (they’d “earned” freedom and trust), but it certainly was the unwritten rule of the culture to mind the clock or suffer the consequences.
 
 
A Results-Only Work Environment is companywide. At Best Buy, ROWE is not for the top performers or the directors on up, nor does it disappear during the busy season. It’s for everybody, all the time. It’s the focus of how work gets done.
 
 
In a ROWE, you stop paying people for activities and start paying them for outcomes.
 
 
In a ROWE, you stop paying people for a chunk of time and start paying them for a chunk of work.
 
 
“As long as the work gets done” is an absolute. The employer’s job is to create very clear goals and expectations. We’re not talking about job descriptions, which quite frankly only provide the most basic expectations for what an employee is supposed to do. We’re talking crystal clear expectations for what needs to get done on a daily, weekly, monthly, and yearly basis. Then it’s up to the employee, with the coaching and guidance of management, to meet those goals and expectations. If problems or challenges arise along the way, it’s the work—and not hours worked or the perception the employee is creating—that comes under scrutiny. Employees are expected to bring their full powers to accomplish their goals. Employers trust that the work will get done. Anything that is not related to the task at hand falls away.
 
 
This idea of only focusing on getting the job done has an enormous ripple effect.
 
 
For example, one question we often get when we talk to people is what happens if someone gets their job done in thirty-six hours rather than forty? Is there an obligation to ask for four more hours of work? Or should the manager then give that person four more hours of work?
 
 
The answer is neither because you’re not judging performance based on time. You are only rewarded based on outcomes. As a result, in a ROWE you approach work differently because rather than being punished for getting your work done more quickly or more efficiently, you are rewarded.
 
 
The right question to ask yourself in a ROWE, when you’re at the halfway point in your week or your project or your day, is “Am I doing what I need to do to meet my goals?” If the answer is yes, then you’re on track. If the answer is no, then you start asking yourself, “What do I need to do?” It’s like the countermove to Sludge: Ask yourself what needs to get done. If you’re focused on the results and achieving them then your time is your own. You got it done in thirty-six hours? Good for you! Dress up in Renaissance fair clothes. Take your kids to a movie. Save the world. You did your job. No one cares how you spend your time.2
 
 
We realize that this sounds like free ice cream being served on golden platters by magical fairies. Often when we first introduce this idea to people they say that being able to do whatever you want, whenever you want as long as the work gets done is a lovely idea, but it could never happen where I work. They say that even if working this way were possible, there is no way any organization—especially my organization—could make such an enormous change. As appealing as this idea is it just doesn’t seem possible. It’s hard to imagine some anonymous dude in a suit with a rolling bag coming into a conference room and teaching this new way of working as if it were time management tips or sales techniques.
 
 
This much is true: A Results-Only Work Environment cannot be created in the traditional way. A man or a woman with a rolling bag can start the process of transitioning from a traditional workplace to a ROWE, but they cannot force an organization to adopt this mind-set.
 
 
At the same time, you would be surprised what people can do and how much they’re willing to effect change if given the chance. Because one thing is undeniable about a Results-Only Work Environment: A lot of people would like to work this way. They would like to be judged on performance, not politics. They would like to have more freedom over their jobs and to give their coworkers or employees more freedom to do their jobs. So the question becomes, How?
 
 
At first blush transitioning from a traditional work environment to a Results-Only Work Environment looks daunting. Given how change normally happens in corporate America, you can imagine hours and hours of training, piles of overproduced handouts, e-mail reminders from management to make sure everyone is on the same page with the new way, and so forth. In other words, not worth the trouble.
 
 
In fact, just the opposite is true, and to give you an example of what moving into a ROWE is like we offer the following story about litter.
 
 
As you know, there was a time when it was perfectly okay to finish your soft drink and chuck the empty soda can out the window of your enormous car as you sped down Route 66. In the middle of the last century everyone littered because it was socially acceptable to do so. Then, in 1953, the environmental organization Keep America Beautiful formed, and after years of flying under the radar as a large, but largely ignored, community cleanup organization, they created the famous “Crying Indian” public service announcement. Coupled with the Woodsy Owl “Give a Hoot, Don’t Pollute” campaign launched by the USDA Forest Service in 1970, the Keep America Beautiful campaign helped turn public opinion around. Obviously people still littered (and they still litter today) but a lot of people stopped. And not only did they stop but they taught, encouraged, and sometimes harangued other people into not littering. Drop a popsicle stick in the street today and you may get away with it, but chances are you’re going to feel bad.
 
 
This simple change in opinion has had profound effects. We wouldn’t have Adopt-a-Highway programs without this change in people’s attitudes. We might not be having as robust a discussion about the environment as we do now. We wouldn’t have troubled teens doing community service in orange jump-suits by the side of the road. Or kids getting on their parents’ case about doing a better job of recycling.
 
 
In the case of litter, the PSAs were the catalyst, but it was up to the culture to adapt to the new way of thinking. No one putting those ads on the air back in the early seventies could have envisioned where we are now. Nor could they have scripted it. But they did have a vision for how people should treat the environment and it started with something simple and doable and grew from there.
 
 
This is the nature of adaptive change. You start with a desired goal, then work your way toward that goal, regardless of where that process might take you.
 
 
Adaptive change is not what you typically find in corporate America. What you typically find in corporate America is technical change. Lots and lots of technical change.
 
 
Technical change is when the guy with the rolling bag comes in and teaches you tips and tricks and hints, but doesn’t challenge the core problem your company is facing.
 
 
Technical change is when you are presented with the flavor-of-the-month management technique and you’re supposed to pretend that it’s not going to be a distant memory in six months.
 
 
Technical change is when management praises this exciting new program for its employees, but management doesn’t have to change.
 
 
This is not to say that technical change doesn’t have its place. When you have a new benefits program and people need to know about how this program will change their compensation package, then technical training is completely appropriate. The new rules fit on a handout. They can be articulated in an e-mail. You can have an orientation meeting to give people the facts. And the reason these kinds of techniques work for something like a new benefits program is that the typical corporate policy doesn’t ask people to challenge how they behave.
 
 
ROWE, on the other hand, requires adaptive change. People have to act differently under this new way of working. You can’t put the changes that occur for people in an e-mail because a ROWE works differently for each person, each team, each division. It’s an ever-evolving process.
 
 
In fact, a key moment in the creation of a Results-Only Work Environment happened back before the Alternative Work Program pilot was implemented. Cali was assigned a change agent to make AWP happen. Cali and the change agent looked to other companies and steered the project toward examining best practices at other companies that were using flexible work arrangement programs. They created a lengthy guidebook about how to copy other programs. But the division leader of the AWP pilot didn’t want to see other people’s best practices. At one particular meeting he picked up the guidebook and said he never wanted to see anything like that again. He explained, in no uncertain terms, that this would be an organically grown movement that would not be dictated by best practices from other companies. Shortly after that meeting, the Human Resources representative removed herself from the project. Later, when Jody came on board, the focus was intensified on adaptive change.
 
 
The rejection of best practices was an important moment because from this point forward we were committed to real change. It was at this point that we had permission to disregard a solution that was comfortable and palatable. Instead we were committed to figuring out what people really needed and wanted and what was best for them. We were able to avoid the problem with so many changes in corporate America: They are fake changes; they are the flavor of the month. They look good and sound good and they seem to be addressing the problem, but they aren’t and they don’t.
 
 
Trying to create technical change for what is a social problem is usually a disaster. For example, before ROWE, employees complained about being in too many meetings. People said they couldn’t get their work done. People said they were stressed and unfocused. People needed relief.
 
 
So someone proposed technical change in the form of No-Meeting Wednesdays. On Wednesdays you were not to schedule any meetings. The idea was that Wednesday would be the day when people could catch up on the work that they couldn’t do the rest of the week because they were in too many meetings. The company invested time and money in training people on No-Meeting Wednesdays, promoting No-Meeting Wednesdays through flyers and e-mails, and even, of course, having meetings about No-Meeting Wednesdays. Then they rolled out the program. Problem solved.
 
 
Well, you can guess what happened. Abruptly cutting out Wednesdays as a day to meet was not as easy as it sounded. Naturally there were times when people genuinely needed to meet on Wednesday. So when those people did so they were violating company policy, putting more stress on employees, and making people feel cheated out of their time.
 
 
So what did the company do? They trained people on how to have a really short meeting if you simply had to have a meeting on No-Meeting Wednesdays. So that meant only six PowerPoint slides to keep things short, but then they had to train people on how to give short PowerPoint presentations because that’s not always easy, and so on and so forth. Halfway through the program there was more time spent training for, and in meetings and conversations about, making No-Meeting Wednesdays work than the time people were spending meeting on Wednesdays.
 
 
Also, just because people had their Wednesdays free didn’t mean that there were any changes to the overall culture of meetings. True, you could get more work done on Wednesdays, but the work done on Wednesdays didn’t look like work the way a day filled with meetings did. Nothing looks like work like a meeting, so people felt as if they weren’t getting credit. For the more politically minded, not having meetings to schedule or to cancel out on meant they couldn’t work on their image as a playmaker. They longed to cancel out on meetings or send a proxy to show their power and importance.
 
 
And then there was the guilt. People felt guilt for breaking the rules by scheduling meetings on No-Meeting Wednesdays. Guilt for not knowing what to do with themselves when they didn’t have meetings. Guilt about thinking about this stupid idea in the first place as opposed to getting some work done.
 
 
Why can’t we sustain this kind of change? We can’t sustain this kind of change because programs like No-Meeting Wednesdays can’t possibly address the root problem. No time-management seminar is ever going to solve the problem of people not having control over their time. A seminar can give you tips and tricks. What people need is power.
 
 
What a ROWE requires, as we’ll see in the coming chapters, is adaptive change. Adaptive change means that people’s underlying attitudes and beliefs change along with their behaviors.
 
 
Think about TiVo. TiVo has to do with watching your favorite shows at any time. What TiVo gives you is control. You watch TV on your own terms, without commercials (or with, if you’re into that), when you want, with whomever you want. TV is no longer on the network’s terms (Must See TV Thursdays) but on your terms (I’ll watch your show whenever I damn well please).
 
 
So people think about TV differently. They sample more. They hoard and store multiple episodes so they can watch them in batches. They might watch a late-night TV show only for the interview segment or only for the opening monologue. The key here is that no one tells people how to behave with TiVo. There is no right or wrong way to watch TV on your own terms. Rather, there is a tool that gives freedom, and then people figure it out for themselves, and they do it not by reading a TiVo instruction book but by experimenting with what works best for them and also by networking with other TiVo lovers to find out how to optimize their television-watching experience.
 
 
Another way of thinking about a Results-Only Environment is that it’s a TiVo for your work. You give people the power and the control over their time. You also give them the ultimate in accountability: Meet expectations or you’re in trouble. As long as everyone in the organization commits to these two ideals, then the change that results will happen organically.
 
 
We’re not going to lie. Adaptive change isn’t easy. While you’re going through this kind of change the future state is being discovered. You are moving into an unknown, even if it’s an intended unknown.
 
 
When adaptive change happens some level of distress is inevitable. Real change usually involves loss. People have a tendency to become comfortable in their habits, attitudes, and beliefs. When they are required to “lose” those closely held beliefs, they are inclined to grieve, struggle, and avoid the hard work required to adjust. But if adaptive change is to take place, they must endure the examination of their beliefs and open themselves to the reforming of those beliefs.
 
 
We understand this sounds big. Management naturally freaks out about this. They can feel their control eroding. But even regular employees have concerns about this. It’s change. Change may be good but it’s also hard.
 
 
One thing that might be reassuring is that an entire corporate population went through this transition and it worked. Also remember that people at all levels have the same worries.
 
 
How are the results going to happen?
 
 
How do we know we’re achieving our goals?
 
 
How will we know that everyone is pulling their weight?
 
 
The glib answer is: How do you do that now? Because the way the game works now doesn’t provide answers to these questions. Do you and your boss have clear meaningful discussions about expectations on a regular basis? (The semiannual performance review is a start but not enough.) Do you have a mechanism in place for determining if the daily work that’s being done is driving actual results, or is it assumed that if everyone is there working hard then we must be getting it right? And finally, don’t you personally know someone (and maybe it’s you) who isn’t pulling their weight or who gets credit where credit isn’t due?
 
 
Before we started the pilot program for ROWE we polled managers on their concerns about all kinds of flexible work arrangements. Their concerns are the same ones we hear about a ROWE. They are also the same worries that a lot of employees have about work in general.
 
 
Is it fair?
 
 
Is there accountability?
 
 
Is there career development?
 
 
We took these concerns seriously. In response, and also to give ourselves a tool to measure our own results in making this change, we developed what we call a culture audit. Before we would migrate a team we would first poll everyone involved to try to understand how they viewed the nature of their immediate work culture. The questions are designed to take a quick snapshot of how work gets done and what work looks like in a given team or department. Did people think the culture was proactive or reactive? Did they think the organization was open to risk or afraid of change? Did management reward people based on face time or actual achievement?
 
 
What we’ve found across the board at Best Buy is that this survey trends toward the positive after migration. So even teams that score pretty well on people working effectively and with engagement see improvement thanks to ROWE, while teams that score negatively are profoundly transformed. Even taking into account the slippery nature of self-report, we feel confident that ROWE is making a difference.
 
 
As we move into the next three chapters we hope to show how these changes happen. And, as we’ll see, despite a ROWE’s seemingly radical approach, work actually ends up looking pretty much like it does now. People still go to meetings. People collaborate and team up. People are reachable. People are doing their jobs. Because that is what most responsible adults want to do. They want to do a good job and they want to be paid for it.
 
 
One final thought before we watch a ROWE in action. It’s easy to see this idea in terms of employer versus employee. If employees get more freedom then the employer must lose out somehow. Someone has to win, right?
 
 
So, if you have to think about it in terms of one side having to win, we will be honest. The employee wins. The employee gets their life back, their sanity, and their sense of self-worth. But the funny thing is that once employees experience a ROWE they don’t want to work any other way. So employees give back. They get smarter about their work because they want to make sure they get results. They know that if they can deliver results then in exchange they will get trust and control over their time. And once they are trusted with their time, they will fight to keep it that way.
 



 
Voices from a ROWE: Trey
 
 
Trey is an e-learning specialist. He is an individual contributorwho does Not manage people. Trey is in his late twenties and has been in a Results-Only Work Environment for almost two years.
 
 
When I was in college the mood on campus was that all corporations are inherently evil. While the bulk of this hatred was focused on companies like Wal-Mart and McDonald’s, the overall atmosphere was very anticorporate. Having never worked for a corporation, my perspective of corporate America was also very negative. When I told my friends I landed a job at Best Buy’s corporate headquarters they basically said that I was bowing down to The Man just to make a buck.
 
 
Once I started working for Best Buy and got into a Results-Only Work Environment my view and the views of my friends eventually changed. When I told friends and family I had the opportunity to work when I want, wherever I want, at first they didn’t believe me. As time passed and I had story after story of my incredible experiences with ROWE they began to change their minds. Their overall view of “corporate America” hasn’t changed, but their view of Best Buy’s corporate headquarters has definitely changed. My employment opportunities and lifestyle are now envied within my social circle. I don’t hear about evil corporate America from people anymore. Instead people say, “I want your job.”
 
 
When I compare my life two years ago, working a steady eight-to-five role, with where I am today I can’t help but smile. In my eight-to-five role there was no flexibility. I had two weeks of vacation time and a fixed amount of sick time. Because there was no flexibility, I had to use vacation time to go to the dentist or the doctor. Leaving early or coming in late resulted in disciplinary action. I recall the hassle I had to go through to take three weeks off to follow my favorite band. I ended up using all of my vacation time and taking a week’s “leave of absence.”
 
 
I think the best way to compare life in a fixed eight-to-five role with what it’s like to work in a ROWE is to just describe my life the past year. For the most part I am able to get up when I want and choose when and where to work. There are times when I need to attend meetings or get work done in a pinch, but those instances are few and far between. Some days I will feel like heading into the office; some days I won’t. The past month I have been in the office before ten probably two to three times, and only because I had a meeting.
 
 
A typical day for me includes waking up when my room is too bright from the sun and I can no longer sleep. I check my e-mail to make sure there are no pressing issues and respond to anyone who needs my input. I will typically watch an episode of South Park on the Internet, then walk to my local grocery store and buy some breakfast, even though it’s closer to lunch at this point. After eating I will work in front of my television with ESPN on in the background. At this point I will choose to go into the office or continue to work from home, or maybe not even work at all and go for a bike ride or jog. If there is still work to do later that night, I’ll do it then and it’s no big deal.
 
 
I’m never Not accomplishing anything. I always do what is expected of me. Because of the ROWE our team has gotten smarter about how we work. It used to be that one person would manage everything for a project and perform all the functions. We moved to more of a studio approach. Each person works according to their strengths. One person does copy. One person does Flash. I upload and implement and ensure functionality. Before we started working in a Results-Only Work Environment we could do ten, maybe twelve courses a month. We recently put forty-three courses out in a single month. This doesn’t change when I travel. If I have eighteen projects going at once, I just set my goals so everything is done three days ahead of time, so I have a buffer zone before I hit the road. As long as the work gets done my manager is happy.
 
 
Contrast what I have just described with the eight-to-five life I lived a couple of years ago. While my friends sit in traffic and work a traditional lifestyle I work at my leisure from my apartment, or not at all, depending on how I feel and what I have planned for the day. This year alone I traveled through Europe for nineteen days following my favorite artist from Paris to Brussels, Amsterdam, Prague, and Cologne. I have a picture of Dave Matthews and me outside a small club in Brussels, Belgium. I spent a weekend at Taste of Chicago playing cribbage and Frisbee in a park, and capped the whole experience off with a show on Sunday night in the Windy City. I woke up that Monday in Chicago on a workday without a worry in the world. My only concern was if I was going to make it back to Minneapolis in time to go the Best Buy Charity Classic to see Dave Matthews for the second night in a row. This past weekend I took Friday and Monday off and had a weekend getaway with my girlfriend. We camped in a state forest and went to the Alpine Valley Amphitheater to see her favorite band, Nickelback. I spent Sunday at Noah’s Ark water park cruising down waterslides. I will be in Chicago again for Lollapalooza and back at Alpine Valley for another show in a group camping site with forty friends from all over the United States.
 
 
None of what I have just described would be possible in the old work environment that helps create the perception of “Evil Corporate America.” I basically do what I want, when I want, all the time. I do my work, for the most part, when it is convenient for me. Since I always get my work done I can enjoy life to the fullest while working for a great company.
 



 
CHAPTER FOUR
 
 
What Time Feels Like in a ROWE
 
 
By 2005 ROWE was reaching critical mass. There were enough people working in a ROWE that it was getting harder and harder for anyone at any level to ignore the change, even if the idea still made them (or their manager) uncomfortable. Our presentations of ROWE, both to upper-level management and to the teams we were training, had evolved, and we were pretty secure in our ideas and our methods. The calendar exercise was gone. We were spreading the word about time, belief, and judgment. Sludge sessions were now a little more structured and focused. (Rather than asking people to come up with Sludge, we would offer them common Sludge phrases and ask them to explore their hidden meanings.) And we had arrived at our definition of a Results-Only Work Environment.
 
 
The only thing that we felt was missing was a set of guiding principles for what life was like in a ROWE, so one day we sat down and wrote the 13 Guideposts for a Results-Only Work Environment. This set of statements came from our sessions with employees at all levels, and they were designed to serve multiple purposes. First, they had to flesh out the basic definition of a ROWE so we had something to give people in addition to “You can do whatever you want, whenever you want, as long as the work gets done.” Second, we wanted people to have a handful of statements that they could refer to as they went through the adaptive change process. If ever they were feeling lost when trying to make a ROWE a reality, they could look at the Guideposts. Third and perhaps most important of all, we wanted to shock people.
 
 
As we’ve said before, even if you get rid of the old attitudes about work, you need a new set of attitudes to take their place. You need a new culture. Making this happen means that every employee goes through what we call a migration process. The migration process does not involve training. People do not sit down with workbooks in a conference room for eight hours and study ROWE. Instead, ROWE facilitators introduce the same ideas you’ve encountered in this book—how time has a strange power over us, how we all labor under counterproductive beliefs about how work gets done, how we’re all brought down by Sludge, how results and not time is the new boss. Then we turn people loose to make the change happen.
 
 
The 13 Guideposts needed to be extreme so that people realized that creating a ROWE required a radical rethinking of work. We wanted the Guideposts to be big and bold so that people left their first session about ROWE (called a Kickoff ) buzzing with thoughts and feelings and ideas about what this new way of working could mean. So when we rolled them out we presented the Guideposts all at once. Before we explained or discussed what each Guidepost meant, we wanted employees to simply experience them as a thought experiment. We asked people to imagine what life would be like if the following were true: 
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 PM is not considered coming in late. Leaving the workplace at 2:00 PM 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 afternoon, or take a nap on a Thursday afternoon. 
10. There are no work schedules. 
11. Nobody feels guilty, overworked, or stressed-out. 
12. There aren’t any last-minute fire drills. 
13. There is no judgment about how you spend your time. 
 
 
We knew right away which Guideposts were going to get people riled up. Not wasting employee time or company time and resources is valid and useful and good, but the idea that every meeting is optional really sets people on fire. What if you got to decline a stupid meeting that you knew was a waste of time? What if you really had the power to do that? What would life be like?
 
 
If these kinds of statements were shocking to employees, you can only imagine what it must have been like when we first rolled them out to senior leadership and management.
 
 
From the beginning, management was vital to creating this change. So that everyone can benefit from a ROWE, everyone has to participate, and even though this is a people’s movement, we always made sure to have buy-in, or at least a healthy optimism, from the top.
 
 
Before a team starts their migration, there is a leadership meeting. They get the same ideas, but these ideas are communicated in a slightly different way because the change for managers is different from that of individual contributors and teams. And as you can imagine, the first time we introduced the Guideposts to upper-level management there were some people in the room who were very uncomfortable.
 
 
The first reaction from management in those early days was the desire to negotiate. The idea of no work schedules was fine, but every meeting optional? Surely some meetings still have to be mandatory, right?
 
 
There was one leadership meeting in particular that was a real turning point for ROWE. After that meeting Jody was approached by people in management who said the Guideposts absolutely had to go. We couldn’t show these ideas to employees. We had gone too far.
 
 
Afterward we met and argued over whether or not we would be willing to rewrite some of the Guideposts, but every time we tried to soften one or remove one we realized that we were compromising the idea. If every meeting weren’t optional then people would still be judged on what work looked like. If there were still mandatory meetings they could be results-oriented, but not results-only.
 
 
Shortly after that discussion we went back to senior leadership and held firm. We challenged them to think about their beliefs about meetings. What does that say—about your meeting’s effectiveness, about its usefulness—if people only come because of your title or because it says “mandatory” in the invite? How much productivity are you getting out of them if they resent being there? Isn’t there a better way of transmitting that information other than having people sit around a conference room table and listening to people talk? We even challenged them to think about their own meeting behavior. Did they always attend “mandatory” meetings? Or did they find workarounds based on what they knew really needed to be accomplished that day?
 
 
We ended up winning the argument, and from that point forward the Results-Only Work Environment was in its full form. We made the 13 Guideposts a standard part of the ROWE migration. People started using them to help self-correct their behavior and attitudes. They also started using the Guideposts to help other people make the transition.
 
 
Any kind of adaptive change requires both self-adjustment and support. It’s like quitting smoking or getting in shape. You can give people reasons for better behaviors, but ultimately they have to make the decision to change on their own, and the people around them have to support the change as well. That’s part of the power of creating a ROWE: no one goes it alone. When people migrate from a traditional work environment to a Results-Only Work Environment they push one another, they challenge one another, they support one another. Management is part of the process, but management does not drive the process. The people create the new culture.
 
 
In the next three chapters we’ll explore each of the 13 Guideposts. Each one speaks to a different aspect of a Results-Only Work Environment. Some deal with time, others deal with the logistics of how work gets done, while a third group points to how life is different in a ROWE. We’re going to use these Guideposts to give you a better idea of what a ROWE is and also how a ROWE functions and feels. (Remember that a ROWE isn’t a theory—there are people like Trey living the way they want to live right now.) We’ll also try to work through some of the common objections people have, the Yeah, But moments that everyone has when confronted with these new ideas.
 
 
First we need to deal with time. Our attitudes about time are perhaps the hardest obstacle to overcome because they are so ingrained we might not even realize their influence over us. Even if someone waved a magic wand and said, You are no longer judged based on time, you would probably still judge yourself based on time. You have spent so many years with a “lunch hour” that even if someone said, Take as long a lunch as you like, you are still going to check your watch halfway through your sandwich to see if you’re taking too long. You’re still going to look at the clock on your dashboard while driving in to work that first week in a ROWE because when the clock says 7:59 and you’re still on the interstate the alarm bells in your head are going to ring “late!” You’re still going to look up at the clock on your way out, or check the time on your workstation when you log out for the day, because that’s how you’ve measured your day since you can remember. Time isn’t going to give up its power over you without a fight.
 
 
In a ROWE time truly doesn’t matter. But this can be hard to remember, and even harder to internalize. As we’ve said before, part of the power of the status quo is that it doesn’t have to do anything to reinforce its attitudes. It’s self-perpetuating. So the Guideposts in this chapter are there to remind you that in a ROWE, there are new rules.
 
 
Here are the new rules about time: 
• Arriving at the workplace at 2:00 PM is not considered coming in late. Leaving the workplace at 2:00 PM is not considered leaving early. 
• It’s okay to grocery shop on a Wednesday morning, catch a movie on a Tuesday afternoon, or take a nap on a Thursday afternoon. 
• People have an unlimited amount of “paid time off ” as long as the work gets done. 
• There are no work schedules. 
 
 



 Arriving at the workplace at 2:00 PM is not considered coming in late. Leaving the workplace at 2:00 PM is not considered leaving early. 
 
 
At the most basic level this Guidepost means that in a Results-Only Work Environment you focus on results not on the clock. The clock is no longer what you use to determine if you are working or if you’re not working. There is no late or early, only getting your job done or not getting your job done.
 
 
We’re not saying that now suddenly work doesn’t take any time out of your life.
 
 
Just because your effectiveness at work is no longer measured by time doesn’t mean that work no longer consumes time. As we’ve said before, you still have a job to do and while an insight or an idea travels at the speed of thought, the execution of anything worthwhile requires diligence, attention, effort, and time. So if you’re not pulling your weight, then the people on the team and your manager need to hold you accountable. Just because you can no longer be late doesn’t mean you can’t be lame.
 
 
What changes in a ROWE is that you and your coworkers and your manager no longer have to pay attention to time as a measure of productivity. There is no longer that extra layer of concern to weigh you down or cloud the issue. You might look at the clock to see if you have an appointment or a meeting, but you’re not looking at the clock and thinking, Okay, it’s three o’clock now so I need to get this part of the project done by five because that’s when work ends. The rest of the job will have to get done tomorrow when work starts at eight. Instead you might look at the clock and think, Okay, it’s three o’clock so I’m going to leave now to beat rush hour, go home, work out and eat, and then tackle this project at eight and finish it up by midnight so the deck will be clear tomorrow for the next phase.
 
 
What we have traditionally called “time management” is also different in a ROWE. Think about the typical time management course in which you move around your tasks and responsibilities with priorities or quadrants or efficiency buckets or whatever. The problem with all of these programs is that they don’t address the root problem, which is that work is supposed to start at a certain time and stop at another, regardless of whether or not this is best for the employee or the business. Typical time management programs are asking you to make do with limited control, when the only solution is total control. These programs are asking you to find freedom within a prison.
 
 



YEAH, BUT ...

 
 
“If somebody is going to leave at two shouldn’t they mark it on their calendar?”
 
 
At first people think it’s common courtesy to let others know where they are and when they are working. But think about it this way: If you tell someone where you are and what you’re doing at two on a Tuesday afternoon, then you also have to tell them what you’re doing at midnight on a Saturday. We say that as long as the work is getting done, then it doesn’t matter. In a ROWE asking someone about their time is a personal question. As long as the work is getting done then it’s nobody’s business but your own.
 
 
In a ROWE time becomes something you truly manage . . . because it’s yours. You stop playing games with yourself and your time (now I’m working, now I’m not working) and instead you focus on what needs to get done. When it gets done (as long as deadlines are met) is up to you. So if you wake up at five in the morning and have the solution to a problem, you work on it at five in the morning, without guilt or resentment, and then you might do something for yourself or your family from eight to eleven, also without guilt or resentment.
 
 
Your whole internal monologue about work changes because your sense of time changes. One common refrain we hear from employees after they’ve been in a ROWE for more than one or two years is that they do not think about time anymore. They come in at a different time every day. They have no concept of when they’re working or when they’re not working or how many hours they have worked or haven’t worked. They are so focused on results that they literally can’t account for the time.3 And if you asked them how many hours they worked they would think you were being weird.
 
 
The entire work environment also changes. At Best Buy, for example, you don’t see the five o’clock exodus that you see at most companies. There isn’t that feeling at four forty-five that the horses are in the gate ready to sprint toward freedom. People come and go with confidence because they know they aren’t being judged on time. You don’t strut in “early” with pride or slink out “late” with shame.
 
 
This change takes some time and effort. If it’s one o’clock and one of your coworkers shows up for the first time that day, at first it may be hard not to Sludge them. It’s also hard to be the only person on your team who’s in the office for an entire afternoon. You can’t help but wonder if people who aren’t present are using their time wisely. Managers can have an especially difficult time not Sludging based on the clock because keeping an eye on people (and the clock) was traditionally part of their job.
 
 
Letting go of the clock can also be difficult because we’ve traditionally used time to measure fairness. If so-and-so gets to work a shorter day than I do, then so-and-so is getting preferential treatment. So-and-so is the Golden Child who gets to do whatever he wants because obviously the sun rises and sets on his every move. And that’s not fair.
 
 
But if no one can be considered late and no one can be considered as leaving early, then time loses its power.
 
 
In a ROWE you don’t use time to judge your own performance.
 
 
In a ROWE you don’t use time to judge your coworkers’ performance.
 
 
In a ROWE managers can’t use time as a means of controlling their employees.
 
 
In a ROWE control over one’s time is no longer a perk for the select few.
 
 
The way to promote this new sense of time and to eliminate the old is through very open and transparent Sludge Eradication. In the beginning a lot of teams make a bit of a game out of Sludge Eradication. People call out their coworkers for Sludge and since it’s everywhere every day, this can almost become a sport. “You’re Sludging me, Jan!” and “I caught that remark about how long my lunch was, Bob!” Even though this sounds like a small thing, just the fact that anyone has the power to call out anyone else for Sludge based on time is a big deal. And as long as you’re getting results you can wield this power without shame or embarrassment. Everyone knows that standing up for the work (and not tolerating discussions about time) is part of what makes a ROWE.
 
 
Any employee at any level can call out any employee at any other level for Sludge. So in those early days when people are still commenting on when people are coming and going, or bemoaning availability, it becomes extra important that people speak out, even if it comes across badly. Over time teams develop ways of monitoring their Sludge production in a way that’s even and fair, and this often happens because over time everyone realizes that they are all guilty. When it comes to Sludge no one can stay on their high horse for long.
 
 
One final thought on this Guidepost: This new idea about time makes surprisingly deep changes in your work culture. Once you’ve eliminated the ideas of early and late, you start taking time out of the equation for every aspect of work.
 
 
For example, how long is a meeting? In most businesses a meeting is scheduled in increments of thirty minutes. But why? Maybe it’s a function of calendaring software or maybe it’s because when your mental framework is based on hours, then you naturally want to carve up time into neat increments. The problem is that this kind of thinking leads to meetings where you spend the time because there is time to spend. You allotted a half hour so you’d better fill it.
 
 
The other funny thing about time and meetings is that you are generally expected to attend a meeting from beginning to end. Only upper management has the right to dip in and out of the meeting, but for the rank and file your butt had better be in that seat and your bellybutton had better be touching the edge of that conference room table from start to finish.
 
 
In a ROWE people don’t look at time in that way. We’ll talk more about meetings in the next chapter, but for the purposes of this Guidepost, in a ROWE you are free to use your time in a way that best drives results. As we’ll see, meetings become negotiable and part of that negotiation involves time. Rather than sit through an entire meeting, you might show up for the first ten minutes to make your contribution. Your time is always your own.
 
 



 It’s okay to grocery shop on a Wednesday morning, catch a movie on a Tuesday afternoon, or take a nap on a Thursday afternoon. 
 
 
If work teaches us how to do one thing well, it’s how to make up really excellent excuses for not being there. By the time you’ve been in the workforce for three or four years you are, if anything, a black belt in excuse making. Everyone has their favorite excuses. Everyone knows to save the good ones for when you really need them. Everyone knows to rotate the old favorites or to put a new spin on them to keep the Sludger at bay.
 
 
There are also rules for excuses. If you’re going to be late, then you’re going to want to blame it on traffic, not on the fact that you were eating the most delicious pancakes you’d ever had in your life and it seemed a shame to rush a moment you’d rather savor.
 
 
So the status quo makes us masters of the white lie. But there is something deeper going on here, something that gets back to the idea that your job owns your time. If your job owns your time, then it is doing more than dictating how to use your time. Your job is also creating an alternate universe with its own set of rules that govern the socially acceptable and unacceptable uses of all this time that you don’t own.
 
 
In a traditional work environment, socially acceptable excuses are the ones that you use to stop nasty comments. It’s stuff like being sick, a doctor appointment, a funeral, a store visit to do competitive shopping, a car accident, a snowstorm, or even something as small as taking a personal call from your sick mother. If someone says, “Where were you yesterday?” then noting that you were at the doctor’s office or at a funeral is going to stop them in their tracks. You can’t Sludge someone who has a “good excuse.”
 
 
Socially unacceptable excuses are the truths about our time that in a traditional work environment we dare not utter. This is when your lunch runs long because you were getting a haircut or running some personal errands. This is when you leave early because you want to catch a movie or go to a ball game. If someone says, “Where were you yesterday?” you would never in a million years say you were at a baseball game or getting a haircut. If you’re walking in late you would never say it’s because you were hungover or because you honestly didn’t want to come into work that day and the very thought of walking those halls filled you with such dread that you couldn’t get out of the shower.
 
 
And yet, let’s look at how much time both the socially acceptable and the socially unacceptable activities take. (We’ll leave the hangover and the dread discussion for later.) A hair appointment or a doctor appointment might take about two hours each. A funeral or a baseball game might take half a day. Some things, like dropping off your dry cleaning, aren’t any more time-consuming than a quick phone call. We’re back to those fifteen minutes that seem so important, but probably aren’t.
 
 
Here is one of the ironies of the workplace: We put so much emphasis on time and yet we don’t have a very good handle on how long things actually take.
 
 
If you were to give your boss a choice between having you out of the building for half an hour running personal errands or in an hour-long meeting at which your need to be there was dubious, most bosses would probably pick the time-wasting meeting. Even if you could guarantee that nothing would get done in the meeting and that it might even run longer than an hour, many managers would rather have their employees in the building during traditional working hours doing nothing than out of their sight and being productive for their own lives. We would rather have everyone “present and accounted for” than “off running around doing whatever.”
 
 
The reason is that the rules of work have more to do with enforcing how work looks than actually getting work done. We don’t give people the freedom to run their own lives because they would take advantage, right? If we weren’t all in the same building working, someone would abuse the privilege. They would be off doing something socially unacceptable with their time. If you leave people alone to do what they want to do then they will steal and cheat and fornicate like animals.
 
 
We’ve found that just the opposite happens. When people are in a ROWE they are actually more responsible rather than less because they are now being rewarded with freedom. What happens is that, rather than take advantage, people actually get more work done. Rather than people ignoring customers in favor of their own fun, they end up becoming more customer focused. Rather than acting entitled, they are humbled by the trust that has been given to them.
 
 
In a traditional workplace there is a line between socially acceptable behavior and socially unacceptable behavior. A ROWE erases that line. In a ROWE everything is acceptable as long as work gets done. And if the results aren’t there, then that is what is unacceptable. Not your attendance or your tendency to be shy in meetings or your tattoos or your weird laugh. You don’t get your job done and you don’t get to keep your job. If you do your job you get freedom.
 
 



YEAH, BUT ...

 
 
“What if someone needs you when you’re at the movies?”
 
 
The answer to this question is that you can’t always reach people in a traditional work environment. Does it matter if someone is grocery shopping or at a meeting? Either way they’re booked. The only difference is that in a traditional work environment being out grocery shopping is socially unacceptable. Furthermore, if there is a genuine emergency and only one person can help then that’s a larger problem than one person’s availability.
 
 
Teams start to work together more effectively as well. You get natural cross training and backup because everyone is benefiting from this freedom. As long as the goals and expectations are clear, people realize that if we take care of our customers then we have time for ourselves. People stop spending time and energy pretending to conform to their workplace’s cultural norms and instead spend that time and energy doing their jobs. Rather than trying to look busy all the time or trying to look like good workers, they simply get their jobs done. They meet their customer’s expectations instead of their boss’s expectations about what work looks like.
 
 
This new attitude changes the workday. When any use of time is a socially acceptable use of time, people naturally expand the hours during which they are willing to work, even if they don’t necessarily work more hours. We’re back to the TiVo for your work idea. So someone might get up, answer some e-mails while they’re still at home, then maybe run some errands in the morning (while keeping in touch via cell phone) and then come into work at ten and work until four, then go home, live their life a little, and then log on for an hour or two later that night. They’re getting the same work done as if they got up, got ready, got to work at eight, and left at five; but instead some of the work happens before typical work hours and some happens after typical work hours.
 
 
That visit to the supermarket at nine in the morning instead of at the end of the day is key. When we remove the barrier between socially acceptable and socially unacceptable uses of time, then people have control over their lives. That balance between demand and control we talked about previously is restored. They are now getting things done in their lives and getting things done in their jobs, and the two don’t necessarily feel that different.
 
 
The impact this change can have on people’s lives can be huge. Some people use this Guidepost to do everyday things, like spontaneously going to the park with their kids. Some people use it to do remarkable things. One employee we know is using her freedom to go to graduate school. Rather than take classes at night over the course of many years, she is able to take classes and study during the day—during “normal” working hours—and as a result she can get her degree faster without sacrificing her job. Best of all, she doesn’t have to give a second thought to how she’s using her time. And she’s an hourly employee, the type of person who in even the most flexible traditional work environment is chained to the clock.
 
 



 People have an unlimited amount of “paid time off” as long as the work gets done. 
 
 
Aside from flextime, there is nothing like a company’s vacation policy to make people feel like crap. Take too much vacation and some department martyr is going to Sludge you for having too much fun while she logs in long hours of dedication and suffering. Take too little vacation and some department wiseass is going to accuse you of not having a life, of being an inhuman, workaholic drone who really needs to live a little. Take a vacation during a busy time and you’re abandoning your coworkers in their hour of need. Take a vacation during a slow period and people notice that life goes on without you and question whether you are even doing anything in the first place. What should be a reward—what should make people feel good—is instead a huge Sludge generator.
 
 
Vacation time is also doled out in a way that reminds people of their place in the organization. Someone with a lesser position might have to earn their vacation hours based on a formula that takes into account hours worked. Rather than being recognized for your achievements you are rewarded for time in the chair. Meanwhile someone with a higher position might be lavished with vacation time on paper, but then privately reminded that no one above a certain level ever takes all their vacation. Then there are rules for when time off can be taken (please, no vacations in your first six months here) and how it must be reported (using Form V1295 and submitted a month before proposed time off and subject to management approval) and then that delightful practice of making it all disappear at year’s end if you don’t use it, as if someone cooked you a gourmet meal then pulled your plate because you weren’t eating fast enough.
 
 
If someone in corporate America has taken a clean vacation (no guilt, no worry, no comment from their boss or coworkers) we’d love to hear about it. You could not design a more miserable, broken system. When it comes to vacation, you cannot win.
 
 
In a ROWE people focus on results, not how many hours they’ve logged on the books. Unlimited time off doesn’t mean that everyone is on permanent paid vacation. As we’ve said before, you have more responsibility, not less, in a ROWE. You are responsible to your team members and your customers to get your job done. You can’t stick your coworkers with your job while you hit the beach.
 
 
What unlimited time off means is that you are no longer rewarded with chunks of time. In a traditional work environment your job rewards you with hours that it doesn’t own in the first place. In a ROWE your job rewards your results with money. Your time is your own to do with it what you please.
 
 
Time off is no longer a reward. Control over your time is the reward.
 
 
Just think about those two weeks off or one week off in the traditional work environment. People are so overworked and stressed-out that often when they finally do get a vacation they spend the first three or four days just freaking out over having that much time on their hands. The status quo robs people of their control, and so when they do have total control over their time they don’t know what to do with themselves. You can lose the ability to govern yourself. Or you need so much time just to decompress that your vacation is half over before you’re really enjoying yourself and then when it starts to draw to a close you get a colossal case of the Sunday night dread and you’re miserable because you don’t want to go back.
 
 
In a ROWE people treat time off differently. For starters, people don’t feel the crushing need for vacation as acutely because they are working when they are most productive for them and not working when it’s least productive for them. Remember that a ROWE isn’t a flexible schedule; it’s the absence of a schedule. So people take breaks in bits and pieces as a way of managing their own energy. They might go really hard for three straight days and then take it easy for a day, then work hard again for another day, then take three days off. And the best part is that you don’t have to justify any of it. If you are doing your chunk of work, then you don’t have to explain your time.
 
 
In practice this Guidepost means very different things for different people. There are people in project-oriented jobs like Trey who work like mad to get their work done for the month in two weeks and then travel for the second two weeks of the month, only checking in via cell phone and e-mail. They are essentially on vacation for half the time. (They are also pulling all-nighters for the other half of the month, but that’s their choice.)
 
 
Even people in more process-oriented jobs can benefit in a similar way. In a ROWE teams cover for each other, allowing individuals to take unlimited time off, and they don’t necessarily have to track their time off. Your coworkers are okay with you going to Mexico for two weeks, because next month you’ll support them when they go to Dallas to visit their grandma.
 
 
There are also people who use this Guidepost to do something that’s in between. We talked with a person who spontaneously left Minneapolis one Sunday and drove to Boulder, Colorado, to visit his brother. He didn’t take vacation time. He didn’t even tell anyone where he was until Wednesday. For three weeks he worked in Boulder and to hear him tell it, work wasn’t that different. Between his cell phone and his laptop there wasn’t any interruption in his work flow. The only thing that changed was that when he was needed in a meeting, the people scheduling the meeting had to find a room with a speakerphone.
 
 



 There are no work schedules. 
 
 
This can be a tough Guidepost, especially for management. We have years and years of precedent of upper management getting together and deciding what needs to get done and then individual managers sitting down and figuring out what jobs need to get done and by whom and when. Managers have their chess pieces (aka employees) and they move them on the board according to the latest process-improvement philosophy, or based on their years of experience, or sometimes even their gut.
 
 
Even employees, as much as they might complain about being under The Man’s thumb, can appreciate a good work schedule. It takes away the uncertainty of what to do with their time, and it forces the attention on filling hours rather than achieving results, which can create stress of another kind. With a work schedule there is one less thing for an employee to figure out.
 
 
But that’s the problem. Work schedules that come from the top down only take into account one person or one group of people’s point of view on what needs to get done at 
 
 work—management. When managers move their chess pieces around they are missing out on what those chess pieces might be able to contribute to the conversation about what needs to get done.



YEAH, BUT ...

 
 
“What about complying with federal regulations?”
 
 
ROWE is a paradigm shift in the way we do work, and it may take time for the federal regulations to catch up with how people live and work in the global, 24/7 economy. Right now, for example, we have the Family Medical Leave Act, which covers things like maternity leave. We think this legislation serves a good purpose, but it remains to be seen how this kind of law will change because of ROWE. If someone had a kid and wanted to restructure their life a different way (other than being completely “unplugged” from work for three months), as long as the work got done they’d have that freedom in ROWE. What this would look like from a legislative standpoint is unclear. These kinds of questions apply to exempt vs. nonexempt employee status, what disability leave looks like, and so forth. As ROWE spreads, these are issues that we’ll all have to work together to resolve.
 
 
 
In 2005 we noticed an unfortunate but not surprising phenomenon during some of the migrations. We saw in some cases administrative assistants weren’t coming to the ROWE meetings. When we started asking around we found that a lot of them assumed that this new way of working wasn’t for them.
 
 
Fortunately there is a professional group within Best Buy just for admins. We went to their monthly meeting and listened. It was a pretty sad meeting. We found that many of them still labored under the old secretary mindset, that even though the company called them administrative assistants and professed that they were valued by the company, they still felt like secretaries. So we started challenging them. Do you really have to sit outside your boss’s office and wait? What if they’re traveling? Can’t you have your phone forwarded? Don’t you have the same remote access to the company’s internal network? They all knew how to do these things, but they felt like they didn’t deserve it.
 
 
We disagree, not only on a human level but on a business level. Even people in support functions can benefit from having control over their time. Everyone deserves to work freely. When you eliminate work schedules altogether, then all employees are forced to make good decisions about how they spend their time and how to meet the needs of the business in a fluid manner. This is just as true for the admin as it is for the executive. If you give people control over their own job, and if you give them clear goals and expectations, then they will figure out not only the best use of their time, but the best use of their energy as well. As we’ll see in the next chapter, which gets down to the nuts and bolts of working in a ROWE, when you treat people like adults they will respond like adults.
 



 
Voices from a ROWE: Ami
 
 
Ami works in online promotions. She is an individual contributor.She is in her early thirties and has been in a ROWE for two years.
 
 
Sludge eradication can be hard at first, especially in those first couple of weeks, and with a superior even more so. I’m comfortable pushing back on my boss, but some people aren’t at first, and so they might try to joke about it. Which I think is how some people deal with it. Which is fine as long as they’re keeping it top of mind.
 
 
If you have a strained relationship with your manager before going into a ROWE it’s going to be even more important to address that issue once you’re in a ROWE. At the same time it should give people a platform to stand on. The company is supporting this. You have to be able to say, “In the spirit of ROWE I don’t feel like you’re allowing me to do my best work whenever and wherever I choose.” It’s hard at first because you’re torn between the old and the new. What makes it easier is that you can stand up for value. I’m saying no to unnecessary work. I’m saying no because I want to add value.
 
 
A ROWE gives everyone the power to question value. It doesn’t take long for you to realize how strange it is that we weren’t doing this before. Why weren’t we constantly questioning before? You have ten people in a meeting but only two people talking back and forth. Why am I here? Because I received an invitation. Outlook has ruined productivity. It’s just a joke. So what if someone is quadruple booked? You used to think that person was important. But now you look at that person and wonder what kind of value could they possibly be adding?
 
 
Now we’re in different places working at different times so communication sharpens. You get clearer about expectations and deadlines. And you are constantly figuring out the best way to work with one another, which is funny because you think you’re doing that already, but you’re not. That’s the paradox of a ROWE. You used to think that we all have to get together to get this work done. Now maybe the answer is that we all have to separate to get things done. Then when we are together it’s strategic instead of assumed. It’s purposeful.
 
 
I think what the skeptics realize is that they’re not losing as much control as they thought. Everything boils down to results and so managers have some control over what the results are going to be. But the employees don’t need to be controlled as much as they used to. I am much more motivated now because I have more balance. I can say no to things that don’t add value, but I can also layer on things that I’m passionate about. I can do a deeper analysis of our competition. I can do offers that are more beneficial to our group.
 
 
So the trust goes up because you see the results. If this just made people happier, if this were a perk or something that just made life better, then maybe you could argue with it. But this does make your life better and it also gets results. How can you argue with that?
 



 
CHAPTER FIVE
 
 
How Work Gets Done in a ROWE
 
 
As we said in the beginning, when we introduce the idea of a ROWE to people they fall into two camps. Some people can not only immediately see how this new way of working would be beneficial to all, but they can also see that a ROWE is relentlessly pragmatic. They understand that given enough trust and support and direction most employees will rise to the occasion and get their work done in a timely and responsible way.
 
 
Then there are those who envision the end of the world.
 
 
For the doomsayers, more employee freedom means less accomplishment. They can’t imagine anything getting done. In their minds, even if work sucks, they think that at least the status quo affords some measure of stability and control. Without that control a business descends into anarchy.
 
 
By 2006 at Best Buy corporate headquarters, there were more people working in a ROWE than in a traditional work environment. At this point even if you weren’t in a ROWE you knew someone who was, and most likely worked on a day-to-day basis with a team or department that had made the transition. And yet when we would do a ROWE migration session, there were still people who resisted. Even if they saw coworkers having personal and business success with ROWE, even if they agreed that the way we work now was less than ideal, there was always at least one person in the room who said it was a nice idea for someone else, but for their group or their team it would be a disaster. In their minds the work simply wouldn’t get done.
 
 
At this point we think it bears mentioning one of the surprising truths about a Results-Only Work Environment: It’s not that different.
 
 
What happens on a day-to-day basis at Best Buy now that almost the entire corporate headquarters is in a ROWE is largely the same as what happened before. People talk on the phone. People type things on their keyboards and that typing makes things happen on their computer screens. They have ideas. They meet. They collaborate. They execute strategies that help their customers, both internal and external. The day-to-day tasks at Best Buy haven’t changed. The company’s core values haven’t changed. The way work happens looks different, but people’s jobs are largely the same.
 
 
Still, a ROWE does require an adjustment in the way you approach work, and the next five of the 13 Guideposts help address what a lot of people want to know: Just how does the work get done? If people are no longer tied to the clock, if there are no core hours or paid time off, if they aren’t judging one another and themselves based on time, then what fills the void? If every meeting is optional, does that mean people never, ever meet? How do you handle emergencies? How, how, how?
 
 
Here’s how it happens: 
• Work isn’t a place you go—it’s something you do. 
• Employees have the freedom to work any way they want. 
• Every meeting is optional. 
• There aren’t any last-minute fire drills. 
• People at all levels stop doing any activity that is a waste of their time, the customer’s time, or the company’s time. 
 
 



 Work isn’t a place you go—it’s something you do. 
 
 
Why do we have cities? Why do we have office buildings? There was a time when it made sense for people who shared a common industry to get together to share information and ideas. You needed financial districts and fashion districts and movie studio lots and towns built around the automotive industry because if people couldn’t physically congregate then the work couldn’t get gone.
 
 
But what about how work gets done today? Think about how much work today exists as data. Think about the millions of bits and bytes of voice data, e-mail data, visual data that flows in and around us in a typical day. It’s mind-boggling just how much work gets done over the phone or via e-mail, with people we may rarely meet face-to-face, or even with people around the country and around the globe whom we will never meet. Even people who work in “old economy” industries like manufacturing or farming end up pushing around a lot of electronic data. Everyone is a knowledge worker.
 
 
The funny thing about work is that every day most of us go to a physical space to do virtual work.
 
 
We go to our assigned cubes and put our butts in our assigned chairs to send and receive e-mails that only exist as electronic packets of information.
 
 
We talk on a phone attached to a cord plugged into a wall so we can have conversations that are beamed via satellite to people across the globe.
 
 
We work on a laptop that never leaves its docking station.
 
 
We use the neurons in our brains to work with ideas that will hopefully stimulate the neurons in other people’s brains.
 
 
When you force people to be at a specific place at a specific time every single day, they’re not going to give their best. If they have an idea outside the sanctioned time and place they’ll fight it back. And when they’re at work at least some part of them will wish they were somewhere else. Nothing stifles creativity and innovation like resentment.
 
 
In a ROWE, work isn’t a place you go—it’s something you do. The work going on in your brain can happen no matter where your brain is. When individuals and organizations embrace this idea, it frees people up to do their best work. Give people control of their time and their jobs and they start to come up with creative, innovative solutions to problems at all hours and in all kinds of surprising places. In a ROWE, people work where and when they work best, which means less time and energy devoted to getting to and from work and more time and energy spent doing the actual work.
 
 
This means no more hour- or two-hour-long commutes. Part of that time is now spent solving problems that arise out of your work. The rest of that time is yours.
 
 



YEAH, BUT ...

 
 
“I like having a regular, eight-to-five schedule. I like being able to show up, do my job, and then leave. I don’t want to have to think about it too much.”
 
 
One of the things that’s nice about a ROWE is that it’s scalable to different levels of ambition. If you want to work 8-5, go ahead. Or, for people like Trey, who want to follow their favorite band around as much as they want a career, a ROWE gives them the freedom and control to manage their life so they can put their hobbies on the same level as their job. As long as the work gets done, then that’s your choice.
 
 
But if you’re saying that you just want to show up and put in your time, then a ROWE is not for you. The true slackers (which, we’ve found, make up a very small minority) don’t last in a Results-Only Work Environment. The good news for the rest of us is that a ROWE no longer lets those people hide in the organization or play the Presenteeism game. In most departments at Best Buy, involuntary turnover rates (i.e., people getting fired for not doing their job) went up after they migrated. On the other hand, voluntary turnover rates (i.e., people leaving for a different company) plummeted. People who are willing to do their job don’t want to leave.
 
 
This means no more Presenteeism. If work is something you do rather than a place you go, you can’t hide from your job anymore. If you’re not meeting your expectations and accomplishing your goals, you no longer have the excuse of being “on the job” working hard.
 
 
This means more communication with your coworkers, boss, and upper management. You might think that having fewer people in the office all the time would lead to a breakdown in communication, but quite the opposite occurs. In a traditional workplace you don’t have to be efficient in your communication with people because you can count on them to be there. You can ask vague, meandering questions because you know that if you don’t get a full answer you can always stop by their cube later. In a ROWE you make the most of every interaction because you have to. You still can count on your team members’ availability, but you can’t count on just stopping by. You can’t waste people’s time like you used to and you end up being much more efficient about your interactions.
 
 



 Employees have the freedom to work any way they want. 
 
 
In a ROWE you no longer judge people based on their work style. You no longer assume everyone learns and processes information the same way. In a ROWE you put people and their skills first and the job second. As long as the work is getting done you don’t worry about how (provided of course that people are still behaving in a legal and ethical manner and one that is in keeping with your company’s values). You no longer judge individual work styles.
 
 
So if you think best when you’re on your feet, then go for a walk. If you do your best work at night, then work at night. Or if you need the structure of a more traditional work schedule then work eight to five. It doesn’t matter.
 
 
For some, the gut reaction to this idea is that people will be less efficient and focused if they aren’t given structure. But the opposite occurs. It’s one of those ROWE paradoxes. Give people more freedom and they respond not with less focus but with more. When people are given the control to meet their demands, they end up being more on point. One person we talked to said that she was far more objective now. She could play around and let the task stretch to fit her day, but since her time is her own, and since she gets to solve problems on her own terms, she gets right down to it. Even though her deadline might not be for three days, she and her team turn requests around in twenty-four hours because there is nothing to be personally gained by waiting.
 
 



YEAH, BUT ...

 
 
“Don’t new employees or kids just out of college need to be around to ‘learn the ropes’?”
 
 
A ROWE doesn’t discriminate based on age, sex, race, or years of company service. Some of the people at Best Buy corporate who are in a ROWE are older. Some are younger. Some of them just started yesterday. As long as an employee receives clear expectations, then it really doesn’t matter where they are in their life or their career. If they can do their job, then a ROWE works for them.
 
 
Another interesting side effect of a ROWE is that you get a new perspective on “problem employees”: you know, the ones who aren’t always chipper in meetings, or seem to get extra flustered when you stop by their office unannounced, or the ones who are socially awkward around people who don’t speak the very specific language of their field.
 
 
In a ROWE those people can really flourish because instead of looking at how they’re producing you instead focus on what they are producing. It’s not that office politics disappears, but traditional office politics are less important because everyone is being judged on results. If you produce, then you produce. How well you do is measured by goals and expectations that are established and monitored throughout the year. (No more rewriting your goals halfway through the year to make them fit how your job is really going, and no more surprises come performance review time.) Night owls stop sleepwalking through the morning and morning people don’t have to pretend they’re still effective after three thirty in the afternoon.
 
 
This Guidepost doesn’t mean that people never get back to customers in a timely fashion or that they never come into the office. You’re never allowed to use ROWE as an excuse not to do your job. But if you want to work from a coffee shop or from home, or if you want to work on a Saturday night, or a Sunday morning, then it all counts. There is no more of that telecommuting judgment that says that if you’re not in an office then it’s not really work.
 
 
As we’ve said before, most people do come to the office most days. For a lot of people at Best Buy, the idea that they have the freedom to work whenever they want from wherever they want is something they keep in their back pocket. The point isn’t the time so much as the trust. When a company commits to a ROWE, it is committing itself to results, but it is also committing itself to an unprecedented level of trust. For a lot of people, just having that trust is enough. They still work pretty much regular hours, but it feels different because they know that if they want to, if the demand in their lives arises, then they have the control over their time to act accordingly.
 
 
As a result people take ownership of their work. They are being paid for results so they start behaving like entrepreneurs. They feel like they have a stake in the business.
 
 



 Every meeting is optional. 
 
 
This is probably the trickiest of the 13 Guideposts because this whole idea threatens the very core of the status quo. You say this to some people and they’ll look like they’re about to have a fit. Every meeting optional? How will people communicate? How will they build consensus? How will they collaborate? How will they get any work done at all?
 
 
We could write a whole book about meetings, but the point of this Guidepost is not the meetings themselves but the assumptions behind the meetings, namely that the very act of meeting is a form of work. We say it is not. If it gets work done then a meeting is work. If nothing gets done then it’s just an elaborate social dance, a fancy way of wasting time.
 
 
Our favorite meeting story comes from Phil, the hardcore Six Sigma black belt. He is all business. One day, before ROWE, Phil was unable to come into work because of a snowstorm, which in Minnesota is perhaps the ultimate in socially acceptable excuses. Phil had six meetings scheduled for that day that were canceled because everyone was having trouble getting to the office. When he returned the next day, four of those meetings were never rescheduled. One was resolved with an e-mail, another with a phone call. He had spent much of his “snow day” worrying about those six meetings. He was ready to drive in and brave the weather in order to have them. Now that he’s in a ROWE he thinks about that snow day a lot. When an invitation to a meeting comes up or when he’s thinking about scheduling a meeting he puts on his “blizzard goggles.” Is this meeting really necessary? If there were a snowstorm today, would that meeting fade away, or could it be taken care of with an e-mail, or, would it in fact prove to have genuine value?
 
 
A Results-Only Work Environment gives everyone the power to question the value of a meeting. That means anyone at any level can question their need to participate in any meeting. An admin can question a VP. (This doesn’t always happen, but it can and does happen.) In a ROWE you can question weekly staff meetings. You can question “mandatory” training. At any given point you are free—and even encouraged—to make sure that the way you spend your time (and the company’s time) is productive.
 
 
This Guidepost does not mean that people get to decline all meetings, or that they can decline a meeting that drives an outcome, or that they can become disrespectful and out of control. The point is to give people the power and the opportunity to have a discussion about value.
 
 
We’ve all been in a meeting where there are ten people but only two of them are talking.
 
 
We’ve all had someone schedule us for a meeting simply because they could, because the power to schedule other people into a meeting is a way of exerting their power.
 
 
We’ve all heard people show their importance and value to 
 
 the organization by crowing about how many meetings they have to attend.



YEAH, BUT ...

 
 
“I don’t want to get everyone up to speed individually.I just want to broadcast my message and be done with it.”
 
 
First of all, look around the room the next time you have a “mandatory” meeting. There is always someone missing for some socially acceptable reason—illness, travel, etc.—so you rarely get everybody anyway. And even if you do you don’t always reach people. Some people get a lot out of meetings. Others are checked out. So there is always a give-and-take in an organization as people cross-train one another, cover for one another, and so forth. At the same time, if you’re the type of employee who constantly needs to be brought up to speed, in a ROWE you need to fix that. Part of getting results means getting the information you need whether you’re in the office or not. There is a big accountability jump when people work in a ROWE.
 
 
 
We’ve all watched as people have abused scheduling software like Outlook to override common sense.
 
 
So you put the results first. When an invitation to meet pops up in a ROWE it’s yet another opportunity to take part in that constant, probing conversation about results. What are the results we’re trying to drive? How does this meeting at this time with these people drive those results? Who really needs to be in this meeting? Does this meeting even need to take place or can we resolve it via e-mail?
 
 
When you hold a meeting in a ROWE, you have to be very specific about what the meeting is for, what people are specifically expected to contribute, what they are going to take away from the meeting, and how all of this helps drive concrete, articulated results. When you do schedule someone you have to say, “Here is what I need you there for. Here is how long it should take. Here is what outcome we should get.” And then you have to give the person you’re scheduling the chance to push back. They can say, “I hear you, but I’m not the right person.” Or, “I can help you with that but what if I were to give you X and Y ahead of time so we can spend more time in the meeting collaborating rather than downloading information to each other.”
 
 
What ends up happening in a ROWE is that the number of meetings goes down and the number of people attending meetings goes down, but collaboration and teamwork actually go up. The reason is that people are more engaged during the time they are together. People prioritize their work. They become focused on what they need from people. And you actually learn more about your teammates and business partners than in the past because you actively try to figure out how you work best together. One of the ironies of a ROWE is that when people have less time with one another they make those interactions more purposeful and meaningful.
 
 
This change in meetings culture comes very naturally to some people. They embrace it and welcome it and it doesn’t take them out of their comfort zone. For others, not having as many meetings or being forced to question meetings can be more difficult. We have developed a culture of consensus-building and teamwork in corporate life that is very comforting to some people. There are those who like being the tenth person in the overstaffed meeting that only needs three people. They like knowing a lot about what is happening in the organization even if not all of it has anything to do with their jobs. They like to add encouragement (or discouragement) to the group. In other words, they like to meet.
 
 
But we would challenge people to look carefully at how effective meetings are.
 
 
Do you really need every team member’s input to move a project forward?
 
 
Do you really need everyone in the organization to be “up to speed” on every decision?
 
 
Do you really have to be together to work together?
 
 



 There aren’t any last-minute fire drills. 
 
 
Every corporation has its own internal language for bullshit. At Best Buy we talk about fire drills and drive-bys. Remember fire drills at school? You might have one a couple of times a year, and even if the kids goofed off the teachers took it seriously and people eventually got in line. You learned to move quickly and (our favorite phrase) “in an orderly fashion.” Even though a fire drill was just a drill, it meant business.
 
 
Now fast-forward to a corporate setting. A senior executive suddenly needs a sales report outside of the regular reporting period. Or a director wants a quick update on a project that’s not due for another month. Or the president is walking the floor and wants to find out what people are doing.
 
 
So what happens? Fire drill! When we first joined the workforce we fell for this false urgency. Then after six months you realize that very few of these requests are real emergencies. Often it’s an executive whim, or the result of poor planning. Sometimes the request even goes away before you get a chance to respond. After a while, you can’t tell what’s a real crisis and what’s a fake one. In the worst organization, the day is one big crisis as you scramble to make up for past mistakes, or to catch up on work you didn’t get to finish because you were in a meeting about the last batch of work you didn’t get to finish.
 
 
At the other end of the spectrum is the drive-by. Executive Jill can make mountains move with her last-minute requests. Peon Joe can’t, but he sure can pop by your cube for “just a quick question.” The result of the drive-by is the same. You stop the work you’re supposed to be doing, redirect your energy and focus to Joe, take time to answer that question, and then have to change focus back to what you were doing. What were you doing again?
 
 
This Guidepost addresses planning and foresight. Think of it this way: If people are working in their own style, and not tied to the physical office, and questioning meetings, and working when it’s best for them, then everyone has to plan more, and there need to be a lot of conversations about outcomes. You can’t count on just popping by someone’s cube for a quick answer to that question you should have asked a week ago. You can’t hope to cover your ass by making a vague comment or two in the next meeting. You can’t expect someone else to pick up that ball you dropped a month ago, which you haven’t gotten around to telling anyone about. And you no longer have to bail out your boss for their lack of foresight.
 
 
It’s not that there aren’t emergencies, or that the workforce is static and unmotivated. What changes is that you are no longer in reaction mode all the time. You no longer create the illusion of working by taking care of an emergency that wouldn’t have transpired if someone had just done a little planning. You aren’t going to hear “I need this by five o’clock” because you have been communicating with your boss and your team members about when action items are due. You are no longer living in a world of unnecessary drama.
 
 
In practice this means a new way of interacting with your manager. It’s up to you to have a solid relationship with them because you have to be able to communicate what needs to get done, what good looks like, and how check-ins are going to work. There is a more open dialogue in a ROWE, and those kinds of performance-review conversations you have once or twice a year in a typical job are the kinds of conversations you have every week.
 
 
Managers, on the other hand, are forced to take more of a coaching role than a supervisory role. As a manager your job is no longer to supervise, to sit back and wait for people to either succeed or fail. In a ROWE managers take a much more active role in their employees’ success because if they can’t communicate the goals and expectations then the whole system breaks down. You can’t judge people on appearing to work; you can only judge them on the work they produce, so you’d better have a very clear idea of what work needs to get done.
 
 
For a lot of people this new focus on results and planning and foresight is one of the best parts of being in a Results-Only Work Environment. It means you end up playing fewer games with people; there is less political maneuvering and less time spent trying to make people happy in intangible ways. Instead you have a job to do and you do it, and when employees and managers are united in work rather than engaging in unhealthy internal competition, then it’s just that much easier to do your job. Employees end up teaching one another about their respective jobs. Your coworker doesn’t need to know what you’re doing and how you do it 100 percent, but if you’re not around they can at least speak to your process and your relative progress.
 
 
True teamwork emerges, even in a department filled with individual contributors. One department at Best Buy, for example, is staffed with hourly employees who used to be only accountable for their own work. Their job is to process orders within twenty-four hours. The process has to be accurate but also fast (the customer can’t see a slowdown). Before ROWE people were processing about fifteen orders an hour. After ROWE productivity went up 13 percent, but even better, the quality went up. The reason is that people are no longer judged on personal performance. Because individuals are now working at all hours of the day, the entire team is accountable for the business results. As their manager says, “We share in the successes and we share in the failures,” and this means more planning and more communication.
 
 
Getting your head around how to communicate in a ROWE takes time. One of the dangers of a ROWE is that people try extra hard to respect one another’s time. This is good, but at first it can also lead to people being overly respectful. They don’t pick up the phone even when the person they’re calling is more than available by cell. Often people solve that problem by putting together a preference list for how they like to be reached. They may prefer an e-mail first, then their cell phone, then their work line, then their home line. There are growing pains at first, but eventually people find out a way to both get what they need from their coworkers and respect their time.
 
 
But ultimately a Results-Only Work Environment is not a test of the employee; it’s a test of the manager. A ROWE becomes a proving ground for the management team. Can they do their jobs communicating expectations and holding people accountable? Can they develop systems to get the information they need without doing it through drive-bys or fire drills?
 
 
As one Best Buy manager put it, it’s about being “clear and crisp.” Managers can’t be uncomfortable getting negative feedback or getting push-back from their employees. Managers can’t develop one person’s career at the expense of another’s. Managers stop managing and start leading.
 
 



 People at all levels stop doing any activity that is a waste of their time, the customer’s time, or the company’s time. 
 
 
When you take care of your life, do you develop overcomplicated processes for getting things done? Do you spend your free time coming up with systems and programs for buying birthday presents or making dinner or feeding the dog? Do you have regular family meetings to discuss whether or not people are doing their chores, what the status of those chores is, and what kind of outcomes those chores are expected to achieve?
 
 
Why do we spend so much of our business life talking about the business we need to take care of rather than simply taking care of it?
 
 
In any organization there is always wasted effort. There is always busy work. Because if you’re basing productivity on the clock then people need to be busy for forty hours a week. If their actual job only takes twenty hours to do then we’d better give them another twenty hours of reporting. Surely there is a form out there to keep these people busy.
 
 
In a traditional work environment there is no employee incentive to do a job more efficiently because if you did manage to get your job done more quickly you’d still have to fill the hours. So people might, for example, slow down their work so their task can take up the socially acceptable amount of time. And while they may question the need to do low-priority tasks they would never stop doing them out of fear of being seen as not doing their job.
 
 
In a ROWE people automatically edit their own work and remove low priority tasks. Just as they have the power to challenge the need to attend a meeting, they have the power to challenge whether or not a piece of their job is the best use of their time or if it is even necessary at all. Suddenly in a ROWE everyone is an innovative thinker because if they can get their job done more quickly and efficiently then they have more time for themselves. As long as they can drive the results, they are rewarded with control over their time.
 
 
This doesn’t mean that people get to skip a critical process or that they can do as little as possible to get by or to call something unnecessary just to get out of working. Instead it means that people take ownership of the work they do because they have the power to decide what is best for them. What is their best work style? What are their most productive hours of the day? How are they best able to contribute to the company?
 
 
People talk about the waste falling away as if by magic. But it’s not magic—it’s a focus on results. If you have a job description then you measure your performance based on that description of what you’re supposed to be doing. But there is no incentive to challenge how you spend the time. If you have a clear goal then you can mentally test whether or not the activity furthers the goal.
 
 
Most important of all, when you give people back their time they treat it preciously because they own it again. As we’ll see in the next chapter, that completely changes not only how work gets done, but also how work feels.
 



 
Voices from a ROWE: Javier
 
 
Javier is an individual contributor working in Best Buy’s dot-com division. He is in his early fifties and has been in a ROWE for two years.
 
 
Recently, the SVP of my department asked me how I was doing with ROWE. I’ve always thought that ROWE was great, but it’s taken on a new meaning for me now.
 
 
About three weeks ago, I received news that my brother had passed away. He lived in Indiana. The news of his death was obviously difficult to handle, but it had an added piece of stress. You see, my mother has Alzheimer’s and my brother had been her main caretaker along with a helper who is with her on weekdays. So not only was I trying to wrestle with the sadness of his passing away, but I was immediately wondering how my mother would continue to receive the care she needs. I was completely overwhelmed, wondering how I was going to handle this. Quite frankly, I didn’t know what I was going to do.
 
 
I e-mailed my team about what had happened and that I would be leaving for Indiana to attend the funeral. I didn’t even go into the Alzheimer’s issues. My coworkers wanted to help, and offered to take care of my work for me while I was gone. They said I could go back to Indiana, focus on my family stuff, and not have to think at all about work. This was a nice gesture, but I knew I wanted to stay connected with my job at Best Buy. I know a lot of companies think that when a family member dies, you “should” disconnect yourself for a while. In fact, some companies force you to do that. But in my case, I really wanted to stay connected to benefit both myself and the company—probably myself even more than the company. I knew that having this distraction of being able to work would actually help me cope with everything.
 
 
With that being said, I went home to Indiana for the funeral and took my laptop with me. I continued doing my work and was able to handle that in addition to my family responsibilities. I felt fine about doing both and continued wanting to do both.
 
 
I didn’t use any vacation time while I was in Indiana. In fact, I didn’t track any time off at all. Now that I’m on ROWE, tracking any kind of time off seems ludicrous. It’s not about taking time off—it’s about getting work done, however that happens. Heck, I even worked from the Philippines for a week and took no time off. My job was completed over the Internet, and many people didn’t even know I was out of town. If I were tracking time off every time I was away from the office or took care of family responsibilities, I would have drained my time off bucket a long time ago!
 
 
My sister and I are now taking things week by week with my mom. For example, I’m going to Indiana this Friday, Saturday, Sunday, and Monday to care for her. I’ll have my laptop and I’ll feel great, knowing that I’m contributing to my company and caring for my mom. Before my brother died, the woman who cares for my mom on weekdays had scheduled a three-week vacation in September. My brother was going to take over her care during that time. Now that can’t happen, but because of ROWE, I’m able to step in. I will be going to Indiana for ten days to care for my mom. I won’t be taking vacation time because I’ll be getting my work done.
 
 
If it weren’t for ROWE, I don’t know how I would be getting through any of this. In the old environment, I would have had to take time off for my brother’s funeral and then probably had to take a leave of absence or even quit in order to care for my mom who lives out-of-state. That would have just added to my stress and my company would have suffered as well.
 
 
Aside from the situations with my brother and my mom, ROWE has done wonders for my business team. Our productivity is definitely up—everyone talks about that. We just crank through stuff—we’re focused on the work and you just get through it. There’s not a lot of BS anymore. There’s no time for people who are playing political games. ROWE isn’t about that—it’s about getting your work done. Period.
 
 
In ROWE, it doesn’t matter who is in the office. When I do come into the office, I never know who will be there and that’s okay. When I do see people in the office, my feeling about them has changed. Now I’m genuinely happy to see them. ROWE has made my job not just a job, but something I really care about.
 
 
If I left Best Buy to go to a new company without ROWE, they would probably think I had a bad attitude. That’s how you’re perceived if you don’t go along with the office politics and all the BS games that go on. Plus everyone watches the clock. It’s about desk time. But in a ROWE, you’re in a world where all that’s accepted is getting your job done, so all that stuff ends. It’s not about the petty stuff anymore. I’ve let go of that now.
 



 
CHAPTER SIX
 
 
Why Life Is Better in a ROWE
 
 
There is an idea out there, a kind of macho work ethic, that work is battle, that work is all-out war. The popular vocabulary about business is filled with aggressive, combative language—you scratch and claw your way to the top; you’re in the rat race; it’s a dog-eat-dog world out there. It’s as if success isn’t just about your own personal excellence but also somehow about vanquishing your foes.
 
 
Isn’t that how it is? We say, Maybe.
 
 
We don’t doubt that for some people business is a battle and victory feels like winning a war. And we’re sure the true titans of industry must feel an enormous amount of power in making their decisions, and that when a hunch or a risk pays off it must be very rewarding.
 
 
But we say “maybe” to the whole business-as-battle idea, because while we admire the businessperson-as-warrior, and while we can celebrate the alpha- (usually) male entrepreneur, a lot of work frankly isn’t that dramatic. For most people business is not a battle at all. There are no lands to conquer. Most people get up, go to work, and do their jobs with varying degrees of success. Most people don’t need to have all the toys, or a mansion and yacht, or a profile in Forbes. They want to do their jobs, to be paid fairly, and to be left alone. They do not dream of the day that their competition’s head is stuffed and mounted on their office wall.
 
 
Still, this business-as-war metaphor is interesting because of the attitudes about work that it reveals. It’s also interesting because of what it allows people in power to do in the name of achieving business glory.
 
 
Business as war means that there are an acceptable number of casualties.
 
 
Business as war means there is collateral damage.
 
 
Business as war means people and ideas and sometimes even ethics are sacrificed.
 
 
What is done to ordinary workers in the name of business as war? The answer is Sludge. If we all accept that work has to be a certain way and feel a certain way, if we all accept that sometimes you have to make sacrifices (of your time, of your sense of fairness, of your sense of decency), then there is really no limit to what can be done in the name of work.
 
 
But we’re not just talking about business ethics, about the decisions that companies and corporations make. While we believe that businesses should have integrity and ethics, this is not as much our concern as how people are treated and how they feel at work. We’re really talking about changing the whole conversation about what work is for. It doesn’t have to be a battlefield where a few people win (or lose) big. Work can be a place where everyone can find their level, their place, their sense of purpose. Everyone can be respected and valued, and not just because it’s the humane thing to do, but because it makes business sense.
 
 
Because when business is war, you don’t have to respect people as individuals. Orders are orders.
 
 
When business is war, you don’t have to trust them. Everything is on a need to know basis.
 
 
When business is war, people aren’t really people. They are pawns in the chess game.
 
 
The sad fact is that our culture believes these attitudes about work are okay. Call it Sludge Resignation. People have no choice but to put up with the status quo. You can’t fight City Hall. It is what it is. So we put up with feeling like we’re at war all the time, and we sacrifice our freedom and the ability to feel good because that’s what you have to do to get ahead. You lose your personality and your identity and your humanity. You take one for the team. Because if you don’t, the thinking goes, then you don’t have what it takes.
 
 
We find stories like Javier’s personally gratifying. The idea that ROWE could be a real help to someone in their time of need makes us feel wonderful. At the same time, we didn’t just offer his story as a feel-good testimonial about the power of ROWE. We also challenge you to ask yourself why work should be any other way. What would be gained, either on the human level or the business level, to punish Javier for having demands outside of work? It would be like punishing him for being a person.
 
 
There will never be a time when his story isn’t uplifting and encouraging, but wouldn’t it be wonderful if his story were also the norm? We don’t see this kind of gain for the employees as a loss for employers. As Javier said, he and his group have never been more productive.
 
 
Of course there are going to be winners and losers. There is going to be success and failure. But we’re not at war and we shouldn’t have to feel like we’re at war just because we’ve gone to work.
 
 
So these next Guideposts, while they deal with something that seems squishy like feelings, are really the heart of a Results-Only Work Environment. A ROWE doesn’t make your job easy, but it will make work not feel so hard. If people don’t feel free and rested and trusted then you don’t have a ROWE. Because the whole key to a ROWE is that the way work looks and feels is completely different. It is not recognizable as work. It is something else, something better.
 
 
Here are the Guideposts that make it happen: 
• There is no judgment about how you spend your time. 
• Nobody talks about how many hours they work. 
• Nobody feels guilty, overworked, or stressed-out. 
• Every day feels like Saturday. 
 
 



 There is no judgment about how you spend your time. 
 
 
This is the no-tolerance-for-Sludge Guidepost. One Best Buy team, for example, didn’t have a lot of dramatic Sludge pre-ROWE, but even after migration it took time to get rid of it entirely. There would be subtle things, like when people worked at home they felt obligated to report everything they got done. One time an employee was home sick but he wasn’t taking a sick day. He just pounded some Nyquil and got a ton done, but people were joking with him about how much better he worked on Nyquil, that maybe he should get sick more often.
 
 
And his team leader stepped in and said that you really can’t even joke about that stuff. Because even when people joke to test the limits of a ROWE it can have a ripple effect. Then other people start making comments and you can backslide. Jokes about time—even really, really funny ones—erode trust. These kinds of jokes are based on the assumption that ultimately it’s really not okay to work and live this way.
 
 
This Guidepost doesn’t mean that people are disrespecting management or that there is a total breakdown of company values or confusion or lack of direction. In fact the opposite occurs.
 
 
People show total respect for the work and the people doing it.
 
 
There is complete trust between employee and manager. People are focused on the bottom line and only the bottom line.
 
 
Imagine how this feels. You are free from judgment about time. So you go into work and you do your job. If you have to get your oil changed at 1:00, you go do it. You have your cell phone with you in case someone needs you. But you don’t even have to tell people that you’re leaving. You don’t have to make up a lame excuse. Because no one is judging you. If someone calls you and you’re walking on the treadmill you don’t have to say, I’m working out but I promise I’ll be right back. You can say, What do you need? Answer the question, hang up, and not even think about it. (You may also opt to let the caller leave a message, just like you do when you’re in a meeting.)
 
 



YEAH, BUT ...

 
 
“You can’t erase what’s in people’s heads. And you can’t prevent people from saying mean things about people.”
 
 
This is true. There will always be people who judge how you spend your time. However, in a ROWE you look stupid for letting those judgments come out of your mouth. Just as it’s not okay to say something racist or sexist in a traditional workplace, it’s not okay to judge time in a ROWE. Judging people’s time is no longer socially acceptable. Even better, a ROWE actually gives you a mechanism for dealing with that judgment. So while in a traditional work environment the office lout can get away with saying rude things because he’s the boss, in a ROWE if someone judges your time you always have Sludge Eradication. You may not have the power to stop people from acting stupid, but you do have the power to shut them down.
 
 
There isn’t less judgment or more favorable judgment. There is no judgment. Zero. Frankly, people are too busy doing their actual jobs. There is so much to do. People can take work to a much deeper level than they ever did before because they are caught up.
 
 
It’s an interesting feeling when you walk into the office and have no judgment about time. You also have no judgment about what good work looks like. Imagine walking onto a floor of an office building and seeing cubes that are filled, cubes that are empty, seeing someone walking along the hall, someone having coffee or leaving for the gym, people gathered in a conference room meeting, and people talking by the watercooler. Now imagine not being able to make any judgments about whether or not those people are being productive. The only way to know is by seeing if they are delivering results. You can’t assume anything. You can’t just look at a clock or whether or not someone’s hair is wet because they’ve been swimming or maybe you haven’t seen them for a week. You can’t assume they’re slacking or taking advantage in a ROWE.
 
 
So if you can’t judge people on their time, what can you do? Often you don’t do anything because it’s none of your business. If you are getting what you need from people so you can do your job, end of story. So you simply don’t waste that time judging.
 
 
Now flip it around. Imagine yourself walking into this kind of office environment and not feeling judged. You walk in at three. You have been gone for three days, still doing your job, from home or a golf resort, or the coffee shop. You walk in and people say hello and that’s it. There are no looks, no rude little smiles, no eye rolls, no ostracism, no nothing. You don’t have to anticipate any Sludge or ready a reason for why you’ve been “MIA” for three days or make up some nonsense about how hard you’ve been working to make up for the fact that you haven’t been around. Instead you walk into a completely neutral space, because everyone is getting the same treatment. You’re not judging them so they’re not judging you.
 
 
So if people aren’t judging you then what happens? You make sure that you’re getting your job done. Because if you’re not you’re in big trouble. You’re really going to stand out. You can’t fake it anymore—you have to do your job. You have to communicate with your coworkers and your manager. You have to figure out how to make things work better and smarter and more efficiently. So you walk in at three and you do your job.
 
 
As we’ve said before, work isn’t that different. It feels different. And having people not judge your use of your time and only judge your accomplishments is an amazingly liberating feeling. Enjoy your Nyquil.
 
 



 Nobody talks about how many hours they work. 
 
 
This Guidepost can be a real treat for a lot of people, because they now don’t have to play a game they know they can’t win.
 
 
You know that person in your office who brags about the marathon workweek? The one who you almost expect to show you their battle scars? Or the people who do this kind of fake complaining about how many meetings they’re in? The ones who can’t believe how many meetings they have and how they just don’t have a minute to take a break from being so incredibly important and in demand? If they got any more necessary to the organization they would lose their minds. Or what about the vacation martyrs? Or the eat-at-the-desk martyrs? Or the I-don’t-have-time-to-eat martyrs?
 
 
In a ROWE you never have to listen to that crap again. You get no extra credit for spending time. There are no time card heroes. No overtime heroes.
 
 
As one Best Buy employee put it, “If someone said that they worked sixty hours, the first reaction is, Who cares? The second reaction is, Well then you better show me sixty hours of rock-star work. Because that’s all anyone wants to know about. What did you get done?”
 
 
In a ROWE, if you want to come in on weekends or stay late or come in early, people will assume that is your personal choice about your work style. They will not assume that you are more dedicated, more hardworking, more accomplished. In fact, if you really pile on the hours, it might even raise some red flags.
 
 
In a ROWE people will offer you tips for doing your job better.
 
 
In a ROWE your manager will try to help you make things more efficient so you can dig deeper into your job.
 
 
In a ROWE people will smile politely and ask you what you got done.
 
 
People in a ROWE sometimes describe this Guidepost in terms of clarity. When people aren’t talking about hours or bragging about hours—when the business is not recognizing time but results—then things are clearer. Rather than measuring time and effectiveness in your job, you just measure effectiveness. Identifying and solving problems then becomes much simpler.
 
 
This doesn’t mean that people milk the system or that there is no capacity planning. You can still talk about time. You can still plan around time. “I think this will take two weeks” or “we need to build in a month to make sure that happens.” It’s more a matter of not basing achievement on time.
 
 
This is not easy for some people. There are a lot of people out there who have based their lives and work identities on being the one with the iron butt. And there are people who need—or feel they need—to put in long hours to get the work done. Still, this Guidepost really puts the nail in the Presenteeism coffin. Isn’t that what bragging about hours is really about? It’s championing Presenteeism.
 
 
There is still, of course, a social aspect of work. One of the weak points of a ROWE is that people can start to feel disconnected. That’s natural. So what people do is they make sure to take time as a team and as an organization to do social activities. It’s not team building and it’s not forced fun. Instead a team decides that it needs to connect on a social level and then figures out the best way to drive that result. When teams take this kind of action, it’s far more meaningful than meetings for the sake of meetings.
 
 
It can also be hard for newcomers to enter a ROWE because it’s a different setup. But again, once people realize that there is no pressure to be there, only pressure to get results, then the equation changes. Newcomers realize that they don’t have to lie. They don’t have to figure out the secret rules of the culture like pretending to be around or filling out a false time card or beating the boss to the office. Newcomers don’t have to look busy. They can simply do their job.
 
 
This is true for everyone. Imagine talking with someone and the whole idea of hours worked never comes up. Let’s say you’re efficient and you can get your job done quickly. That’s great. Then there is more time for you. What’s amazing is that at first people really measure their hours worked. After a while, when you ask people how many hours they work they don’t really know. They might be aware of their job being harder or easier, or it being a slow or busy time, but as that line between socially acceptable and unacceptable goes away, people aren’t putting time into a work box and a free-time box. It’s all their time. So they don’t keep track. What they do know is that it’s in their best interest to be smart and efficient about their jobs. Because the less time they spend delivering those results the more time they’ll have to do their own thing.
 
 



 Nobody feels guilty, overworked, or stressed-out. 
 
 
Stress can do crazy things to a person. We talked to one employee who used to get so stressed-out coming to work that she would get in traffic accidents. Most of them were pretty minor but one time she ended up in a ditch on the side of the road. The only reason for this was that she felt compelled to be in on time.
 
 
Now she comes in when she feels like coming in. No more accidents.
 
 
You still work hard in a ROWE. You are still busy in a ROWE. You can still be buried under a mountain of work in a ROWE. But you don’t feel overwhelmed. And you don’t feel stressed-out and you don’t get burned-out.
 
 
The reason is that you are in control. When you are in control you have the power to solve problems. This doesn’t mean that people aren’t supported, that they are on their own, or that they aren’t going to work hard. What it means is that people are taking care of business and their lives. They are whole people. Think about that. You are not a different person at work than you are at home. You are taking care of both aspects of your life because it’s your life.
 
 
So you don’t have to feel guilty about neglecting your family when you’re at work and guilty about neglecting your work when you’re with your family because it’s all the same.
 
 
Some people get concerned that they will always be working, that taking away those barriers between work and free time means that they will never not be working. It’s true that work expands across more hours, but you don’t feel overworked in a ROWE because you have that control.
 
 



YEAH, BUT ...

 
 
“Stress is good. You need stress to keep people motivated.”
 
 
We’ll give you that—not all stress is bad. We’re against the added stress of having to account for your time, of having to put on a show of work, and of not having control over your day when things in your life come up and you need to take care of them. At Best Buy, work can be very intense. We would never want to see any person, team, or organization lose their intensity or passion. That’s the good stress. The rest, no one needs.
 
 
There was a story in the news about French people taking naps at work, and given the way Americans responded you would have thought the French were having sex on their desks. Despite all the studies about how rest increases productivity there was ridicule in the American press. Those nappers are slacking. If they can’t handle the workload then someone else can step in and do their jobs. People are whiny and weak.
 
 
Maybe it’s just that people want to decide when to take a break.
 
 
Working hard and feeling stressed and overwhelmed do not make you a hero. It doesn’t mean you’re tough; it means you’re willing to put up with more bullshit than someone else.
 
 
Here’s an idea that seems radical but isn’t in a ROWE: What if you simply don’t feel like working today? What if you know that if you go into work today you’ll be tired and unmotivated and unfocused and you’d just sleepwalk through your day?
 
 
Why go in?
 
 
Why waste your time and your company’s time?
 
 
Why risk making a bad decision?
 
 
Why be a distraction to other people who actually want to get work done?
 
 
In a Results-Only Work Environment, if you’re not feeling it that day and you can be reachable by phone and e-mail, and if your work is getting done, then there is no reason you can’t simply take the day off.
 
 
And this is not a vacation day or sick time or a personal day. You just don’t go in. And you don’t have to feel guilty.
 
 
In a ROWE, all the negative feelings at work are gone. Not just guilt, but also envy. When people get rewarded they get rewarded for achievement, not for playing the game. We can’t say it eliminates all politics, but it cuts down on it a lot. People are still going to play favorites but it’s harder in a ROWE, because the business goals of an individual or a group become more transparent and more open. People know what other people are trying to accomplish and that is what they are measured on. So if someone gets a promotion they are more likely to deserve it. If something good happens to you then you don’t have to feel ashamed about it. Similarly you can’t cover up for bad work by playing nice with people. Kissing ass gets you nothing in a ROWE. Isn’t that reason enough to make this change?
 
 



 Every day feels like Saturday. 
 
 
When we show people this Guidepost they think we are crazy. If every day is a Saturday then people aren’t working. They are scamming their employer out of a paycheck. If every day is a Saturday then everyone is at the beach and nothing is getting done.
 
 
Of course, we often overestimate how much leisure time we have on Saturdays. For a lot of people we know, Saturdays are very busy because people have to do all the things they weren’t allowed to do during the week because their job held them prisoner to time. This is what the forty-hour workweek has done to the weekend. All those demands get pushed to Saturday and Sunday so we can’t even enjoy our “free time.”
 
 
We’ve talked about how a ROWE spreads work across the week. This Guidepost is about how that feels. In a ROWE you are still busy, you are still hardworking, but you do it on your terms. You personalize your time so you get to be productive but you also get to enjoy yourself. Every day you work a little and you play a little and it all blends together.
 
 
This is how entrepreneurs and freelancers live. Talk to successful self-employed people and they will describe days that are full but not hectic, that mix personal with professional in a way that is almost seamless. The difference with a ROWE is that you also have the structure of a company. You get to live the life of the self-employed without all the uncertainty and risk. Because that is really the only difference between the entrepreneur and the working man and the regular employee. The entrepreneur can handle the risk and probably even likes the risk. The rest of it—figuring out how to best use your time, being efficient, etc.—all that is stuff that anyone can do. It’s not rocket science.
 
 
So it’s better than Saturday in a way. You get to have your life and also benefit from being part of an organization.
 
 
You also get a much greater sense of accomplishment. Work starts to feel more like a personal project. It’s like working on your house or your car or doing volunteer work. The task can suck, but you can’t beat the feeling of getting things done. A ROWE doesn’t take away the struggle of doing your job, but it does give you the sense of accomplishment. You actually feel like you’ve done something. Because you have. Every day feels like a Saturday because you own every day. Welcome to a life that’s yours.
 



 
Voices from a ROWE: Beth
 
 
Beth is a senior supervisor with a team of thirteen employees. She is in her mid-fifties and has been with Best Buy for five years. She has been in a Results-Only Work Environment for three years.
 
 
When we were on the verge of migrating to a Results-Only Work Environment, I remember being anxious. We were sitting in a conference room with other leaders in my area having discussions about ROWE and I actually felt pretty scared about the people on my team and what would happen to our business results. I was really worried that people would get distracted and not keep up with the work. I just couldn’t understand how I could let them do whatever they wanted whenever they wanted. How in the world would the work get done?
 
 
I was most worried about one particular employee. When I began my position as her manager, she had already been tagged as a low performer: someone who wasn’t on top of things, someone you had to watch closely. I’d gotten a lot of negative feedback about her from her previous managers and other team members, and I knew she wouldn’t be able to handle this ROWE thing.
 
 
I couldn’t have been more wrong.
 
 
The employee I was worried about has now become my top performer. The year is half over, and she has already done more than she did last year as far as productivity goes. And she’s working out-of-state. Pre-ROWE, if she had told me she was moving out of the state, I never would have even entertained the thought. Now that she’s flourishing in a ROWE, I would do anything to keep her. She’s outperforming every standard we had before, so I don’t care where she is! I truly believe that giving her 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. If just given the freedom to control their time, they might soar just like my “low performer” has.
 
 
Looking at my entire team, I am in awe of what ROWE has done for our productivity. I am setting extremely high goals for them and they’re reaching them with no problems. And no complaining. If I had set these types of goals pre-ROWE, they would have kicked and screamed and gone to HR to complain.
 
 
Whenever we reach our goals, we always set the next set of goals a little higher. Here’s what’s happening: A good year for us pre-ROWE used to be completing 300 audits in a year. Last year, in a ROWE, we completed 612 audits—double what good used to look like. This year we’re on track to exceed last year. And we’ve lost one team member, so we’re doing it with fewer people than we had pre-ROWE.
 
 
Part of this productivity gain is because ROWE has changed our team dynamic. Everyone wants to help one another now. When someone is finished with their own audits, they ask their coworkers if they can help them with theirs. It’s no longer “This is my work and that’s your work.” It’s now our work. At another company, they might try to do team-building event after team-building event to try to get this kind of teamwork happening, but we’ve done none of that. It’s just something that ROWE creates naturally.
 
 
Aside from the productivity gain, the best thing for me as a manager in a ROWE is not having to be the hall monitor. I used to hear things all the time from my employees like “So-and-so took a twenty-minute smoke break” or “So-and-so was playing games on the Internet.” Now no one cares. Pre-ROWE, I heard this kind of nonsense every time I would come back from a meeting. That kind of stuff is such a waste of everyone’s time. That backbiting and gossip is so typical in a work environment. In a ROWE, I don’t have to deal with it anymore.
 
 
My employees don’t have to make up excuses to be sick anymore. I just had an employee who had to stay home to get her water meter changed. Pre-ROWE, she would have made up an excuse to be home and would have turned in some kind of time-off notice. Imagine a forty-year-old having to make up an excuse like that! Don’t you think it’s demeaning to make adults lie? Think of how many hours of productivity we lose from people because they call in sick for things like this when they could be working. It’s crazy.
 
 
The hardest thing for me as a manager about migrating to a ROWE was giving up control. I thought I had control over my people before. I thought if I could see them all in their cubes that they were working hard for me. Now that I’m in a ROWE, I realize that was all just an illusion—I really had no idea what they were doing. As managers, we’re bound to this illusion. It’s time to let go and really see what our employees can do.
 



 
CHAPTER SEVEN
 
 
What’s Next for ROWE
 
 
By the time this book is published almost everyone at Best Buy corporate will be in a ROWE, but there is still a lot of work to do. For starters, we need to make sure that Best Buy’s success with ROWE doesn’t erode. While people who are in a ROWE would do anything to keep their new situation, individual teams or departments can still backslide. First, all of those early adopters are going to need a ROWE refresher. Second, even those who are successfully living in a ROWE need support. Until other companies get on board with ROWE, there is a chance that the rest of the world will view Best Buy as a curiosity (and Sludge it). There are also still people within the company who would rather see the old ways return. Which would suck.
 
 
Fortunately, we have some factors working to our advantage, such as tangible results. In the middle stages of rolling out ROWE at Best Buy, the sociologists Phyllis Moen and Erin Kelly from the University of Minnesota’s Flexible Work and Well-Being Center came on-site to study the effects of a Results-Only Work Environment on employees. Their study, which was funded by the National Institutes of Health, was a rare opportunity to watch an organic, natural experiment with a nontraditional way of working.
 
 
As part of their study, Moen and Kelly kept track of 658 employees. Half went from being in a traditional work environment to starting their life in a ROWE; half continued in a traditional work environment. They compared the experiences of these employees before ROWE and six months later, after half had migrated. Using surveys, they targeted four areas of concern: control over work time, overall health, work behaviors, and organizational commitment. Because it typically takes a year for migration to take place, their findings are geared toward the beginning of the change process, but even so they found dramatic results across age, gender, and employment level. (For a link to the complete study, please visit www.culturerx.com.)
 
 
The good news was the people did not report an increase in work hours. Some people worry that because a Results-Only Work Environment ignores time as a measure, either employees would feel more pressure to work longer hours, or employers would try to squeeze more time out of people. But that wasn’t the case. What did change was that people felt a big increase in work-schedule fit. Forty-two percent (compared to 23 percent in the control group) said they felt their work schedule fit their life better, while 53 percent said they had more time to take care of all aspects of their life (compared with 39 percent for the control). One quarter of people had an increase in sleep and 41 percent felt an increase in energy compared with 35 percent of the control group. On the job people felt less pressure to work overtime and do unnecessary work. The ROWE group also said they experienced fewer work interruptions. Perhaps one of the most striking changes was in what the researchers call “turnover intention” which, in lay terms, is the desire to leave. A full third of the people in a ROWE were happier to stay than in the control group.
 
 
A number of the psychological and health indicators such as overall well-being, emotional exhaustion, and psychological distress didn’t change in the study. We have qualitative stories to demonstrate that change, but the study’s numbers weren’t there . . . yet. We say yet because the bigger changes in people’s personal lives seem to happen in a ROWE over time.
 
 
Even so, the results from this study are unusual by most measures. Most current studies in “work redesign” have investigated cases in which companies have increased employee access to flextime policies or other top-down solutions. So far the results have been undramatic, which is not surprising given that most approaches to work-life balance issues involve technical change and not social change.
 
 
We’re still waiting for the study that looks at the long-term effects of ROWE, but anecdotally we have evidence that it makes substantial changes in people’s lives. Javier’s story about taking care of his mom during a family crisis is not atypical. Scores of employees have extraordinary stories about how a ROWE has allowed them to go back to graduate school, take care of sick loved ones, or spend time with relatives in other countries. We’ve also heard everyday, but equally encouraging, stories about people spending more time with their kids, their spouses, even their dogs. When we say that a ROWE gives people their life back, we really mean it.
 
 
Giving people control over their time isn’t a magic bullet. People aren’t automatically going to become trim and fit and stress-free (although one person did note that their skin cleared up after their team migrated into a ROWE). People will still have to improve their own lives. But at least a ROWE gives them that chance.
 
 
ROWE also gives businesses a chance to thrive and grow in surprising ways too. We almost hate to do this, because we’re not graph-and-table-type people, but sometimes a nice bar graph makes it all clear:
 

 
The chart tells us that ROWE teams at Best Buy are experiencing a decrease in voluntary turnover rate, meaning the company is retaining the talent. ROWE teams also experience an increase in involuntary turnover rates indicating that unsatisfactory performers are exposed. Furthermore— and we swear this is the last time we’ll do this—the financial gains are very real:
 

 
In a Results-Only Work Environment, productivity is measured by “perceived gain.” The CultureRx Post-Migration Culture Audit uses a sliding scale of 1-100 percent. Managers and employees report individual perceptions of their productivity gain by choosing a point on the sliding scale. If an employee reports a perceived productivity gain of, say, 40 percent, and the manager (who is measuring “business outcomes”) reports a gain in the outcome of projected business targets, then the perceived productivity is actually driving real results.
 
 
For example, the CultureRx Post Culture Audit reported an average 44.59 percent perceived gain in productivity for Team C. During the time that the perceived gain was measured, Team C realized a more than 50 percent increase in cost reductions year-over-year without adding additional employees. With other variables staying the same, management in this area says that operating in a ROWE has definitely contributed to their success.
 
 
These kinds of results are also happening with people at Best Buy who are doing production work. In Team A, department management is reporting a 10 to 20 percent increase in productivity per employee, which has resulted in an approximate $10 million annual benefit for the company.
 
 
This is not to say that there aren’t additional challenges to ROWE. For example, right now there are people at Best Buy who are trying to figure out how to handle vacation policy from an accounting perspective. In terms of productivity, it’s good that people aren’t taking time off like they used to for doctor appointments or family emergencies or burnout—they’re just working through the obstacles. But keep in mind that for companies, vacation time is a liability—it must be paid off when an employee leaves, so it’s carried as debt. With exempt employees not taking vacation hours off, the company’s vacation banks are going up.
 
 
Once this change moves beyond Best Buy, we envision human resources policies across corporate America coming under question. Mealtimes, break times, sick leave, bereavement policies—any tool we currently use to deal with employees as people starts to look strange in a ROWE, where people get to be people all the time. A ROWE can turn a business’s world upside down. But mostly it’s the bad stuff that gets turned upside down. The good aspects of work—that people want to make an impact, that they want to grow personally and professionally, that they want to make money and be passionate about what they do—none of that changes.
 
 
If we’ve done our job right then you are now asking yourself what you can do to bring ROWE into your life. This is indeed the next challenge: How do you take something that grew and evolved organically within an organization over the course of several years and share it with the rest of the world? How do you advance the cause of ROWE?
 
 
We don’t use the word cause lightly. As much as a ROWE is a new way of working it is just as easily described as a new way of living. We want to see the entire world in a ROWE, from the most powerful executive to the entry-level “peon” who is so new to the company they don’t know where the bathrooms are yet. In order to do this we’re going to need to educate people about ROWE, to advocate that individuals and companies change, and to advocate for our rights under this new way of thinking. For more information on what we’re doing to lead this movement visit www.culturerx.com. But in the meantime we offer these words of advice.
 
 
First, we’re asking that people who are excited about this idea explore their own attitudes and beliefs about work. At the end of this book we have included a “How ROWE Are You?” quiz. We encourage you to take the quiz yourself and give it to your friends. There is a score at the end, but that’s less important than going through the exercise of figuring out how your own particular workplace ticks. The quiz is a good way of opening your eyes to the gritty details of why work sucks for you.
 
 
The next thing you can do is start working on your own behavior. Think back to the littering example in chapter three. Once people realized that they were polluting their highways, cities, and neighborhoods, they changed. You stop throwing that soda can out the window of your car. Just taking that step means something when you’re tackling a problem that requires social change.
 
 
It’s the same with Sludge. Practice not Sludging people. At first you’re still going to think Sludge, but if you can avoid saying it that is going to make a difference. Refuse (quietly or noisily) to take part in Sludge Conspiracies. Reassure people who are Sludge Justifying that you don’t need to hear their time excuse, and work on not Sludge Justifying yourself. If they’re getting their work done, you have no beef with them. And watch yourself when you find yourself Sludge Anticipating. All that worry is a waste of energy and brain power.
 
 
Once you’re not Sludging, you will find a change comes over some people—not all, but some. When you stop justifying your actions in the face of time, you’ll find that some people will stop slinging Sludge. Whether they consciously realize it or not, it’s no fun for them to fling crap if they’re not getting a reaction out of you. The same goes for Sludge Conspiracies. If you don’t participate, if you don’t show yourself to be part of the tribe, then people won’t include you in their nonsense. People who want to engage in Back Sludge have to go elsewhere to get their Sludge fix.
 
 
We also encourage people to start using terms like Sludge. We’ve found that a powerful way to face adversity is to name it. Now that we have a name for it, use it. You can say to people, calmly, nonaccusingly, “That’s Sludge.” Not only will you call them on it, you just might start an interesting and necessary conversation about the attitudes behind that comment. Even little changes in your language can have big effects. When talking about these work-life balance issues, stop using the word flexibility and start using the word control (“I’m looking for a job with control” as opposed to “I’m looking for a job with flexibility”). Stop using the words early and late and antiquated terms like by the end of business today. Stop talking about how many hours you work or how hard you’re working. But by all means start using the word results. Whether you’re talking to your coworker or manager or even your friends and family, steer those conversations toward what really needs to get done. What are the results we’re trying to drive?
 
 
We think you’ll find that taking even small actions along these lines will not only make work suck a little less, but you’ll also find that conversations will naturally steer toward the concept of ROWE. Which brings us to the final thing you can do to advance this cause, and that’s spread the word.
 
 
In addition to helping the approximately three thousand people at Best Buy corporate headquarters migrate into a ROWE, for the past two years we have been traveling around the country speaking to business leaders, community organizations, schools, law firms, health care organizations, and anyone else who is willing to listen. As a result we’ve gotten pretty comfortable with the storm of Yeah, Buts that kick up every time we talk about these ideas. And we can see how an individual who is new to this idea might balk at trying to talk to other people about ROWE. Where to begin? How to handle all those Yeah, Buts? Do I focus on the human results or the business results? How do I explain Sludge, or our concepts like time, belief, and judgment?
 
 
First of all, a word about integrity. In our minds ROWE is a movement that will live or die on people being able to teach, inspire, and lead, not trick, bully, or intimidate. That’s the old model, the top-down model that management has used to scare you or trick you into thinking that worthless time-management seminar is really going to change your life. You can’t force people into a ROWE; you have to inspire people to believe in this change. So we’re not asking people to push ROWE onto the world. We’re looking for believers who want other people to believe because it’s right.
 
 
Second, all those Yeah, Buts come from the same place: belief. People raise objections to the logistics of a ROWE because as much as they think work sucks, they believe it’s the only way to go. Most people have not thought deep and long about why and how the workplace should function. We inherit these attitudes and all those Yeah, Buts are just the sound of someone getting riled up by your challenging their beliefs.
 
 
Finally, we encourage you to have fun when talking about ROWE. We once read an article about how the majority of the jokes in The Simpsons are about religion, and we can see why: People’s beliefs are funny. We’re not advocating that you belittle or ridicule people (or at least not too much) but those daily reminders of the absurdity of work are all around us. One of our favorites is when we’re on an airplane after a short flight and as soon as the plane lands people whip out their cell phones and call in to the office to tell someone that they’ve landed. Then they go through this elaborate ritual of checking to make sure no one needed them (even though if someone did they’d probably have left a voice mail) and then to give the play-by-play of how they’re going to taxi to the gate, then go through baggage claim, then rent a car, then go to the hotel, etc. And we imagine the poor person on the other end of the line sagging into their chair having to listen when not only do they not care, but it doesn’t matter where the caller is. The only reason the caller is checking in is that they believe in availability. So in other words, funny.
 
 
Still, there are some tactics you can use that we have found effective in introducing a ROWE to someone who has never heard of the idea. And so, in the hope that you’ll go forth and multiply, here is the
 
 



 Cocktail Party-Backyard BBQ-Watercooler-Bus Stop-Family Reunion Guide to Talking About a ROWE 
 
 



 1. Talk about how work sucks. 
 
 
Whenever we talk about a ROWE we keep ideas like the 13 Guideposts for later in the presentation. If people aren’t ready for ideas like every meeting being optional, or that you can go see a movie on a Thursday afternoon, they can shut down. So we start by talking about how work sucks.
 
 
Your goal here is to listen and to guide, not to lecture. The trick is to let the person you’re talking to discover the one thing for them that really ticks them off about work. It might be their company’s break policy. It might be the fact that they get Sludge for being late because they have a long commute and it’s hard to get in “on time.” It could be anything and everyone is different, but everyone also has something about work that angers them, that they connect with on a very emotional, visceral level. If you get them beyond the kind of run-of-the-mill bitching that we all engage in, you’re that much closer. If they’re riled up about work, then they might be ready for a new perspective.
 
 



 2. Wonder about an alternative. 
 
 
When we do our presentations we ask people to imagine their ideal state of work. What would a day look like if you didn’t have to fill hours? What would work look like if there was no such thing as being late? What if you got paid for a chunk of work and not a chunk of time?
 
 
Again your job here is not to lecture but to allow that person to discover what they already intuitively know: Measuring work based on time and physical presence is stupid.
 
 
Isn’t it funny that we reward people for putting in long hours when we don’t know for a fact that those long hours are amounting to anything?
 
 
Isn’t it funny that we rush to work every day and then spend the first hour at our desk reading the paper and drinking coffee?
 
 
Isn’t it funny that if you’re done with your work for the day at four, you can’t just leave? Why do you have to stay that extra hour and pretend to be busy?
 
 



 3. Introduce ROWE. 
 
 
What you want to get across at this point is that in a Results-Only Work Environment time is no longer a factor in judging performance. People get paid for a chunk of work, not for a chunk of time. Also, focus on the results. People have to do their job to keep their job. ROWE is like college. Work hard and study hard and you’ll get good grades. Party and slack off and you won’t.
 
 
Whenever we get too far offtrack in our meetings with people we always bring it back to this simple idea. Currently we are rewarding people for a mixture of time plus results. In today’s global, 24/7 economy this doesn’t make sense. Let’s reward people for work, not time.
 
 



 4. Watch for the fork. 
 
 
When we stand in front of audiences and talk about ROWE, there is an immediate polarizing effect. The idea that in a Results-Only Work Environment people can do whatever they want, whenever they want, as long as the work gets done creates strong reactions, both positive and negative. Even the idea, talked about in the abstract, of a Results-Only Work Environment is like a personality test. The gut reaction is either strongly for or strongly against, and part of your job is to pay attention to who gets it right away and who is resistant. Watch for that split and then move on to step five.
 
 



 5. Work on the people who get it and don’t worry so much about the ones who don’t. 
 
 
One manager was so upset by the philosophy of ROWE that they said ROWE would “bring down the company” and “make it impossible for us to become a global business.” In cases like this when you’re speaking to a group you can remain silent and let others chime in with their thoughts. Usually other people see how ROWE actually does the opposite. If you’re with only one person, smile and walk away—directly to the bar to freshen your drink. Then go off and talk to someone else.
 
 
Even to the sympathetic listener you can acknowledge that a ROWE sounds crazy, but then quickly follow up that acknowledgment by noting two things. First, a Results-Only Work Environment is already working. This isn’t a theory or a wish. The corporate headquarters of a Fortune 100 company has embraced this idea and it’s working for them both financially and in terms of employee happiness.
 
 
Second, you can always remind people why there is a need for a ROWE in the first place. Keep in mind that all those initial objections about a ROWE are based on people’s beliefs about how work gets done and what work looks like. Those objections are tied to the clock and our ideas about time. But everyone knows work sucks, and if you’ve done the early steps right, then they’ve already admitted it.
 
 



 6. Encourage them to learn more and support their efforts to understand. 
 
 
People have been burned so many times by fake change that they might need some proof that this is real. You can admit that everyone has seen a lot of teach-and-train programs come and go. They might want to know what makes a ROWE different. That’s a good question and you don’t have to shy away from it. Because this is real change it takes work. People have to create and customize the ROWE that works for them.
 
 
This is going to sound like a cliché, like therapy-speak, but people really do have to let go. Whatever language you use, whether it’s coming to terms with change, or letting go, or making your peace, or whatever you want to call it, that’s what people have to do: Let go of the old way of working and commit themselves to the new way of working. It might take work, but it’s worth it.
 
 
And you might find unlikely allies in unlikely places. You can’t assume that someone who is objecting isn’t on your side. When the University of Minnesota researchers came to give their results to a group of people at Best Buy there was one guy asking really hard questions. If you didn’t know him and understand his personality you might think he hated ROWE and showed up at that meeting to shoot us down. In reality he is one of ROWE’s biggest supporters. He was asking the hard questions—he was really grilling us and the researchers— because he wants it to succeed. He knows that some people will need little convincing, but that some people will need overwhelming evidence that it works. So he was extra critical. He knew that it wasn’t an easy fight and so he was arming himself with the tools he needed to make ROWE work in his group.
 
 
A final thought on talking to people about ROWE: Stay calm. We’re not going to win this by arguing. So find that one thing about ROWE that you find unshakably true. For some people it’s the fact that you always come back to results. For others it’s the idea that everyone has a right to be treated like an adult. Or for others it’s the fact that people have a right to their time. Whatever it is, remember that one true thing and use it as a fallback. As much as people try to fight you on this, you always have that core belief that will keep you going.
 
 
And remember the bottom line to end all bottom lines. Remind your listener that in a ROWE you get rewarded with control over your time. Ask them to imagine how powerful an incentive that is. To be trusted to do your job. To be treated like an adult. Isn’t that worth almost anything? If you could be given that kind of control and freedom, then wouldn’t you work your ass off to deliver results? Because that’s what happens. Once people have a taste of what a ROWE offers they never want to work any other way.
 
 
We think of ROWE as a people’s movement. That’s how it started, not as an edict from on high. Not as a new management tool. But ROWE couldn’t have thrived without some fearless and supportive leaders at the top of the organization. Also, contrary to how they are seen in business culture, managers and directors are people too. They deserve the benefits of a ROWE just as much as the rank and file do.
 
 
As Beth’s story illustrates, for managers and directors the journey into a ROWE is just as transformative as it is for the rank-and-file employee. But because bosses have power, their experience is a little different.
 
 
For starters, most managers realize how poorly they were treating people. Even if they were a “good boss” they were still guilty of Sludge. We’ve heard managers confess that they didn’t realize what kind of pain and heartache they were causing their people, even with what they saw as innocent comments. They don’t know that even a little dig like “nice of you to join us” could really hurt not only someone’s health and well-being, but also their loyalty, engagement, and productivity. So the first thing managers experience is something akin to grief. They thought they were doing their job. They thought they were even helping people. But then managers realize that they have been parenting adults. And they feel terrible.
 
 
As managers migrate into a ROWE the next step usually involves a certain amount of fear. They get scared when they realize they haven’t been abundantly clear to people about what they are supposed to be doing. Now that they are in a ROWE the only thing they have to focus on is results. Before they were protected by title and power, but now any flaws in their management style are exposed. So they have to stop hiding and really figure out what their employees are supposed to be doing and how that connects to the bigger goals of the organization.
 
 
But once they start to figure out how to go from parent to mentor, from boss to leader, they emerge with a richer relationship with their people. They have a more human relationship with their employees and their work relationship is stronger too. That focus on results can really work wonders on communication, planning, and execution.
 
 
We’ve even seen people who came out of a military background change their thinking. People who were literally schooled in the command-and-control model realize that it wasn’t good for their employees, it wasn’t good for business, and it wasn’t good for them. We’ve also seen chronic management-by-walking-around types stop walking around and trust their employees to do their jobs. People used to cringe when they saw these kinds of bosses because they knew they were in for an unnecessary interruption. Now those bosses are appreciated.
 
 
We know from experience that a lot of managers already practice an under-the-radar, modified ROWE. We now challenge those leaders to take it a step further. Or maybe you’ve undergone a management conversion while reading this book. Maybe you realize you’ve been a bit of a control freak and you’d like to change. If you’re a manager and this sounds good to you, then there are a handful of tips we can give so you can start exploring a ROWE with your team.
 
 



 How to Focus on Results with Your Team 
 
 



 Stop relying on human resources to do the “people” part of your job—get clear about performance goals, communicate often, and hold people accountable. 
 
 
You lose your credibility when you bring in HR to have the tough conversations. When your employees aren’t performing, talk to them. Find out why and rather than focus on how hard they’re working or the amount of hours they’re putting in, focus on the work itself. What do they need to do to succeed?
 
 



 Break time? Lunchtime? Attendance policy? Absence pay? Personal time? Tardiness policy? Look at the policies and rules and throw out the ones that are stupid! 
 
 
Many policies were written decades ago and haven’t changed —and companies copy one another’s policies because that’s what work is. Many policies are not government-regulated policies—they’re internal rules that make children out of adults. We need to get real about the employee manual. It’s culture that makes the place go, not rules in a book nobody reads except the people in HR.
 
 



 Reward employees based on results, not on how much “time” they put in at the office. 
 
 
Instead of saying, “James put in a lot of extra hours this month—good for James!” talk about what James actually contributed. What did he do for the company? Do not use any reference to time. Otherwise, your team will compete to “out-time” everyone else to get attention.
 
 



 Don’t prescribe what work-life balance looks like for your employees. 
 
 
“Well, you have a kid, so you’ll need to make sure they’re in day care when you’re home working, otherwise you won’t get anything done.”
 
 
“Wow, it’s six-thirty—you should really go home now and spend time with your family.”
 
 
It’s not up to you. It’s up to them.
 
 



 Don’t handpick who gets to be flexible and who doesn’t. 
 
 
Okay?
 
 



 Don’t think that you’re a great boss if during a snowstorm you “let” your people “leave early.” 
 
 
Sending out an e-mail “letting” people take time off for a project well-done, or a snowstorm—or whatever—is another way to make people feel like children. It reinforces the fact that you have control over their time and they don’t. Let people make this decision themselves.
 
 



 Stop managing by walking around. 
 
 
Every time you “check in” on someone they have to stop what they were doing, reorient their thinking from doing the work to give you a spontaneous presentation about the job they are doing, and then, once you leave, reorient themselves back to doing the work. Either send them an e-mail, or better yet, plan.
 
 



 Trust your people like you trust yourself. 
 
 
Stop making rules for the few you’re afraid won’t live up to your expectations. Or rules that protect you from the incompetence of the few but hinder the performance of the many. Your goal is to make work as unlike grade school as possible.
 



 
Voices from a ROWE: Charlotte
 
 
Charlotte is an individual contributor in the dot-com division. She is in her early thirties and has been in a ROWE for three years.
 
 
My son says, “ROWE is about riding bikes, getting pets, playing games, and having fun.” This means the world to me because my relationship with my son has changed so much since ROWE.
 
 
Before ROWE I would get up, get my son dressed, drop him off at school, and not arrive at work until nine. Whenever I took a new position, I always had to have sit-down conversations with my managers to let them know that I wouldn’t be able to make it into the office until nine. because I had to drop my son at school. Those conversations felt terrible—I always felt like I was playing “Captain May I?” and asking for favors. Inevitably, there would be meetings that would come up at eight or eight thirty and I would try to find someone to watch my son, but sometimes I couldn’t. Then, of course, I’d feel like I wasn’t being a team player.
 
 
I didn’t have any way of getting my work done outside the hours of nine and five, so absolutely everything had to be done within those hours in the office. I usually ate lunch at my desk. I didn’t take many breaks—I just plowed through my work day in and day out.
 
 
When I was still living in the “old world” I didn’t feel like I was making as much headway in my career because my coworkers could work longer hours. I would try to be as outspoken as I could, but I’m not good at tooting my own horn, or “managing up” as people call it. When you’re not good at that, it takes a lot of energy to promote yourself and it can cause a huge amount of stress.
 
 
When I first migrated to a Results-Only Work Environment, I wanted people to know I was still getting my work done. I would send e-mails at six thirty in the evening or on Friday nights to let people know I was working. I made sure to do these kinds of things especially on days I had left early. Then I just let go of all that. I started focusing on my work, actually the great work I was doing for the company. My stress level is much different now. It’s shifted to the results I need to achieve.
 
 
Now I can’t Not be involved in my son’s life or his school, when before it just wasn’t ever an option for me. I used to have to deplete all my vacation and personal time to help my son with his school activities. Now I just go to them and I don’t feel guilty. I’ve been able to get to know his teachers.
 
 
I get my son ready for his soccer games now without being in a rush. We can actually sit down and have something to eat beforehand instead of rushing to the games on empty stomachs. During the summer, I’m able to be with my son instead of putting him in a summer program five days a week. This Friday we’re going to the Minnesota State Fair. He plays with his friends outside while I work on my laptop. I feel like I’m giving him more of a childhood now.
 
 
Fun and spontaneous stuff doesn’t always and shouldn’t always come on the weekend. And I want my son to know that too. A few weeks back, after I attended a couple of meetings, I picked him up from his grandmother’s house around noon, fully prepared to go get ice cream and go back to our house and do work for a couple of hours more that afternoon. Well, he had other ideas. He talked me into renting a kayak and spending the afternoon on the lake instead. Then I just logged on to work later in the evening. So what is he going to remember? And what values do I want him to learn?
 
 
One of the biggest moments for me since I migrated to a ROWE was when my son told me he wanted to be a mom when he grew up. He watches the way I’m able to be part of his life now and knows that’s a possibility for him when he gets older too. I think it’s so cool how he sees me, his mom, as someone he wants to model himself after. His friends see me coming into school to be with him during his activities, they know I work for Best Buy, and they think this company is the best.
 



Epilogue
You have the right to control your time.
You have the right to eat when you’re hungry and sleep when you’re tired.
It’s that simple. Yes, your company is providing you with a paycheck and possibly other benefits. Yes, they are giving you a job, and, in some cases, a career. For that you absolutely, positively owe them hard work, focus, and dedication. More important, you owe them real, measurable results. But if you’re delivering those results, and your company is benefiting, then there is no reason why they should have the right to make you sit in a cubicle from eight to five. You owe them your work; you do not owe them your time. You do not owe them your life.
For us this line of thinking is irrefutable. We have heard every objection imaginable to the logistics of creating a Results-Only Work Environment, but we have yet to hear a single person stand up and say that adults don’t deserve to be treated like adults.
Nevertheless, social change happens slowly and not without resistance. Even commonsense ideas have to be argued over before they are implemented. It’s not as if one day someone said, “Hey, maybe seven-year-olds shouldn’t work in coal mines,” and the country nodded its collective head in agreement and the next day we had child labor laws. History is filled with people who have dedicated their lives to being on the wrong side of an argument.
History also teaches us that work can change. If you were to travel back in time and tell someone at the beginning of the last century that women would enter the workplace in record numbers, that there would be federally mandated health and safety regulations, that technology would allow people to conduct business twenty-four hours a day, they would have thought you were crazy. We wonder what a time traveler from a hundred years from now would tell us that we wouldn’t believe, but a Results-Only Work Environment would not surprise us in the least. The next generation of employees will have grown up with too much control over their time to give it up for the sake of a job.
At the same time, we have a fight on our hands, and we’re asking for everyone’s help. The change from a traditional work environment to a Results-Only Work Environment will come from the middle and below. As a result it will not come easily or quickly. We’re grateful to those brave souls in upper management who pushed for ROWE from above. We also realized very early in this process that the people typically identified as leaders—the ones with the weighted business cards and impressive titles—weren’t necessarily going to fight this fight. The people have to demand a better way of working and living. No one is going to give this to us.
Everyone has a role to play. As we converted Best Buy employees team by team to a Results-Only Work Environment, we found that it was the people’s passion for the new lifestyle that in turn spawned hundreds of evangelists who continue to carry the change forward. But everyone evangelizes differently. Some shout it from the rooftops. Others lead quietly by example. Still others follow with conviction.
Regardless of how you decide to participate it’s not going to be an easy path to walk. You’re going to need help and support from the people around you, because you’ll find resistance all along the way. There is no end to the battles that need to be fought and obstacles that need to be overcome. There will be moments every day when you’ll think, “It would be so much easier to just forget about this and not fight anymore.”
When these moments come, know that you are not alone. Right now we are out in the world working to make ROWE a reality. We’re speaking to any audience that will listen, meeting with business leaders and government officials. We’re doing all of this because:
	There is a better way to work.


	A ROWE can have a positive impact on quality of life (and drive business results) for everyone.


	People have the right to control their time.


We hope you say yes to this cause. Say yes to fighting for control over your time. Even though you may get booed instead of cheered, even though you may never hear applause, say yes to making this new way of living and working a reality. And if you can’t say yes to fighting for a results-only world, at least say yes to the idea. Say yes because there are people around you who are doing everything they can to make this change. Say yes now so when the time comes you’ll be ready to join us.



APPENDIX I
How ROWE Are You?
1. If people in my organization think a particular meeting is a waste of time, they: 
a. start answering e-mails on their laptop and ignore everything else that’s going on. 
b. catch the meeting organizer after the meeting and ask what they were trying to accomplish. 
c. stop the meeting and ask the facilitator what they are hoping to accomplish. 
2. When a work process at my company is improved and waste is removed from the system, the time saved is replaced by: 
a. employees sitting in their cubes until five because that is when the workday is over. 
b. management immediately giving employees more work. 
c. whatever activities the employees feel are valuable, perhaps personal time, developmental projects, assisting teammates, etc. 
3. If someone at my company wants to work from home on a Tuesday, they: 
a. would need to ask their boss for permission, and inform their team members and customers. 
b. would need to inform their team and customers. 
c. wouldn’t need to ask permission or inform anyone. 
4. When a meeting is set up at my company, the expectation is: 
a. you will be physically present in a meeting room at the office building. 
b. if you have an acceptable excuse, you are allowed to call in to the meeting. 
c. you will deliver what you need to deliver, regardless of location. 
5. At my company, when we’re sick and do work from home: 
a. we put in eight hours of sick time or paid time off (PTO). 
b. we put in four hours of sick time or PTO. 
c. we don’t submit any sick time or PTO. 
6. Vacation time at my organization is allotted: 
a. by years of service. 
b. by years of service, and we can donate time to employees who have atypical needs for leave. 
c. our vacation time or PTO is unlimited. 
7. If someone at my company needs to attend a funeral they: 
a. submit personal time or PTO. 
b. use bereavement leave time. 
c. just go and don’t submit any time. 
8. If asked what work “looks like,” people at my company would say: 
a. a person sitting in a cube, typing on a keyboard. 
b. a person conducting a meeting in a conference room. 
c. work doesn’t have a particular “look.” Work can be happening at any time, so it’s hard to tell what it looks like. 
9. When my coworkers say “I’m off to work,” their friends and families think: 
a. They must be headed to the company office building. 
b. They will be in their home office or the company office building. 
c. I have no idea where they’re going. 
10. Where I work, employees are expected to arrive at the office to start the workday: 
a. no later than 7:30 AM. 
b. between 8:00 AM and 9:00 AM. 
c. whenever they want; they may not even come to the office to do work. 
11. At our company, leaving the workplace at 3:00 PM is acceptable if you: 
a. came into the office at 6:00 AM and only took a thirty-minute lunch break. 
b. came in at your regular time but have a doctor appointment that afternoon. 
c. are breathing and delivering results that meet expectations. 
12. At my company, recognition is most often given for: 
a. working long hours. 
b. taking on the tough projects, whether they get completed or not. 
c. delivering results. 
13. Where I work, an exempt (salaried) employee works, on average: 
a. a minimum of forty to fifty hours a week. 
b. about forty hours a week, but it fluctuates according to business rhythms. 
c. Not sure; we don’t track hours for our exempt employees. 
14. At my company, when a meeting invite is received we: 
a. accept immediately—every meeting is important. 
b. review the invite and accept or decline—usually based on who sent the invite. 
c. review the invite and accept or decline—based on the goal and whether a meeting is the best way to accomplish it. 
15. In my organization, conference calls are: 
a. very rare—we almost always operate with face-to-face meetings. 
b. fairly common, but only to do business with people out of town. 
c. widely acceptable—all meeting invites include the option to call in. 
16. In my organization: 
a. we take care of personal errands outside of core work hours. 
b. we submit ‘personal time’ to run errands. 
c. we can do whatever we want without asking permission. 
17. At our company, the only acceptable reasons to leave work are: 
a. things like doctor appointments, dentist appointments, or day care issues. 
b. Almost any reason is okay as long as you explain it to your manager and team. 
c. Our employees are free to come and go as they please without any explanation. 
18. At our company, blocking a day every week as “No Meeting Day” would be viewed as: 
a. a great way to get work done without distractions. 
b. a nice idea, but everyone would know it wouldn’t work. 
c. unnecessary because everyone is in control of when and how they work. 
19. At my company, core work hours are: 
a. Monday through Friday, 8:00 AM to 5:00 PM. 
b. Monday through Friday, 10:00 AM to 2:00 PM. 
c. We don’t have core work hours. 
20. When someone at our company schedules a doctor appointment, they are likely to: 
a. schedule the appointment outside of core work hours. 
b. notify their manager, teammates, and employees when they’ll be unavailable. 
c. simply schedule the appointment for whenever it works best and go. 
21. If a major fire drill happens and lands on an employee’s desk: 
a. they react immediately and stay as long as it takes to get the fire drill taken care of. 
b. they react to the fire drill and involve the appropriate resources to reach a well-informed decision. 
c. the team and employee react to the fire drill but inform the requester of the risks involved in making hasty decisions, and focus on what can be done to prevent this emergency from recurring. 
22. If a perceived fire drill happens and lands on an employee’s desk: 
a. they react immediately and stay as long as it takes to get the fire drill taken care of even though they don’t think the need is urgent. 
b. they react to the fire drill but inform the requester of the risks involved in making hasty decisions. 
c. they respectfully push back on the cause of the fire drill and ask questions to determine the real priority of the work. 
23. If an employee at my organization arrives at the office at noon: 
a. a coworker or manager will ask them, “Where have you been? Did you have a doctor appointment?” 
b. they will receive some questioning looks. 
c. coworkers will say “Hello!” 
24. If an employee at my company sends e-mail at 2:00 AM: 
a. their manager will ask them why they were up working so late. 
b. their manager will wonder why they were working so late, but not say anything about it. 
c. their manager will not notice what time the e-mail was sent; they will only pay attention to the content and effectiveness. 
 



 Answer key: 
 
If you answered all or mostly A’s: You are not alone. You are in a typical work environment. Employees may often complain about lack of control over work-life balance. Work is getting done, but not always in the most efficient manner. Top performers may be leaving the organization in search of a healthier balance between work and life. ROWE can infuse your organization with tremendous energy and focus, improving business results. Focus on removing Sludge from the environment. The language most often used in a traditional work environment is focused on time. Focusing your language on results and outcomes will kick-start your organization into becoming a Results-Only Work Environment.
If you answered all or mostly B’s: You are in a work environment with some flexibility. You may have programs available (job sharing, telecommuting, flextime, etc.) to help provide a level of flexibility, but people are still complaining about a lack of control. ROWE will take your organization to the next level of productivity and improve the employee experience. Focusing on only results by creating results-based job descriptions, goals, and performance development creates the opportunity for people to be fully engaged, invested, proactive, productive, and passionate.
If you answered all or mostly C’s: Congratulations! You work in a forward-thinking environment, dedicated to working productively and enjoying life outside of work. Continue to focus on results and help spread the word!



APPENDIX II
Yeah, Buts
“People will take advantage and slack off.”
First, people are taking advantage and slacking off now. The reason you can’t tell is that you’re measuring them with a combination of results and time. In a ROWE, if you don’t get results then you don’t get to keep your job. The slackers either shape up or they get fired. Meanwhile, the good employees work even harder because they are being rewarded with control over their time.
“How can you ever reach anybody if they’re not in the office?”
People are more reachable now than they ever have been in human history. People have cell phones. They are on e-mail. They don’t need a workstation. They don’t need a phone with a cord that plugs into the wall to be reachable. In a ROWE if you need to reach someone you e-mail them or you call them. But here is another thought: When you’re clear about timetables, outcomes, and expectations, a lot of those spontaneous requests dry up. You start to anticipate your own questions. You plan better so you have fewer emergencies. You don’t casually stop by someone’s office and interrupt their work so you can get the answer to one question. You work with more purpose.
“But what if you really, really,
reallyneed to reach somebody?”
Have you tried their cell phone? Have you sent them an e-mail? Have you tried someone else on their team? Is it a question you can answer yourself with a little more effort? We’re so used to filling the hours that we can’t think for ourselves. It’s like when someone asks you a question about what’s going on in the news when they could go online and get the answer for themselves. Your coworkers and colleagues aren’t there to be your search engine/file cabinet/dictionary. If it’s a real emergency, then there is probably more than one person you need help from. And if there is only one person who can answer any question in an organization, then that is an organizational problem, not the fault of the person who isn’t available.
“A manager needs to be there for people.”
There are a lot of managers who genuinely care about their employees. Just as important, there are managers out there who have built their identity on showing that they care. “I need to be there for my people,” they say. “My people count on me.” But there is more to being there for someone than physical presence. You can still be there for your people by giving them clear goals and expectations. You can be there by coaching their development, removing obstacles that fall in their path. Perhaps the best way to be there for them is to leave them alone and trust them to do their job.
“What if I get stuck with more work than anybody else?”
In a traditional work environment people can feel unsupported and underappreciated. You look around and see people who don’t produce and get paid more. It’s easy to feel like a victim. On the practical side, a ROWE gives you the right to question the work you’re doing. If your manager sets unrealistic expectations or piles on too much work, then that isn’t good for anyone. In a ROWE it’s your job to stand up for what best serves the business and the customer. On the emotional side, you find yourself not focusing on how other people spend their time. You do your job and you enjoy your freedom, and what other people do becomes their business.
“We’re already doing this; this isn’t anything new.”
Show us one work environment that doesn’t have Sludge in it and we’ll eat our book.
“If everyone becomes more efficient are there going to be lay-offs.”
Some people can sense the enormity of a ROWE and it scares them. People at all levels fear that they will find out the truth about their organization: that a team is bloated; that there are managers who have no business managing people. But is the fear of the truth a good reason to resist what is otherwise positive change? If your organization is bloated and top-heavy or overstaffed or undertrained or misguided, then yes a ROWE could reveal those truths. But most people know what’s wrong with their company already; there just isn’t any incentive for change. There can be some growing pains with a ROWE, but isn’t a sane work environment ultimately worth it?
“How can you advance your career if no one sees you working?”
This sounds like the kind of worry that keeps people from participating in current flexible-work arrangements. People fear that if they’re not putting in enough face time, then they won’t get credit for the work. First, a ROWE doesn’t mean that no one ever sees anyone ever again, or that everyone works at home. Don’t worry—people will see you do your thing. But more important, you will be measured more for actual performance than perceived performance. If you’re given a goal and you meet that goal, then that is what will advance your career whether anyone sees you (with their eyes) do it or not. You get ahead through actual achievement, not by simply looking like you’re an achiever.
“Isn’t it unprofessional to answer a customer’s question while you’re shopping?”
First of all, they don’t have to know. This is Sludge Anticipation. You’re worried that people are going to judge you because a person who is out shopping can’t also be working. If you answer the person’s question in a professional manner then why tell them where you are? Honestly, they don’t care. They want your help, not an update on your personal life.
“What if somebody is out of the office for a whole month? Isn’t it just common courtesy to let people know where you are?”
A funny thing happens when we talk about a ROWE. We’ll say to people, “You can do whatever you want, whenever you want, as along as the work gets done,” and it’s like their brains get all fried by the first part of that sentence and they don’t even hear the “as long as the work gets done” part. If you go to Hawaii for a whole month and you fail to deliver your outcomes, then you will be fired. If you don’t do your job, you don’t get to keep your job. But if you want to be out of the state or out of the country for a month and you can still meet your deliverables, then that’s fine. You have to tell people where you are so they can conference you in for a meeting, for example. But as long as the work gets done, you don’t have to beg for permission to be gone.
“This will work for some people but not everyone. Some peoplesimply need more supervision.”
People don’t need supervision. They need a clear idea of what they need to do and a clear sense of when it needs to be done. If you call your deli and ask them to deliver you a delicious turkey sandwich in the next half hour, you don’t need to then go down there to watch them make it and follow the delivery guy back to your office. You trust that they are going to deliver on expectations. And if they don’t deliver a delicious turkey sandwich in a half hour then you have two choices: complain and hope that service improves, or switch delis.
“How will we know if work is getting done if we can’t see people?”
How do you know now? In today’s economy people work with information. They talk on the phone. They type on their computers. If you walk by a row of cubicles you don’t know for a fact the occupants are actually working or if they’re just looking busy. In a ROWE you know the work is getting done because you’ve been crystal-clear about goals and expectations. X is to be delivered to Y on such-and-such a date. If people don’t deliver the work, you know immediately and can act accordingly.
“Relationships are so important. What will happen to relationships?”
Relationships are important. And relationships will be fine. We assume that we’re improving relationships with people because we’re all in the same building together. But being together doesn’t guarantee that people are connecting. In a ROWE people work on their relationships with more purpose. Because you can’t assume people will be around, you make career development, mentoring, and coaching a part of the results to be delivered. No more taking people for granted.
“How can you schedule meetings if you don’t know when people are working?”
In a ROWE you can no longer casually schedule a meeting. You don’t schedule meetings based around time. You schedule meetings based on outcome. If the outcome requires that people attend, then they will attend. If they don’t need to be there in person they can send a representative, or they can provide the information they’re supposed to deliver ahead of time.
“How will we know if salaried employees are putting in forty hours?”
You don’t know. And it doesn’t matter. In a ROWE you measure someone’s performance based on results. You tell them what they’re supposed to do and they either deliver or they don’t. Time is not a factor. People start performing rather than putting in time.
“What about teams?”
Teams are overrated. In a ROWE people stop teaming because they feel obligated to team. No more teaming for the sake of teaming, because it’s fashionable or expected. People team up because the outcome requires it. In fact, teams get much stronger in a ROWE because there is natural cross training. Because you can’t assume that people are going to be in the office (including you) teammates make sure they can support one another in an emergency.
“What if everyone decides not to work at the same time?”
That depends. Does the job require that people work at the same time? Because if the outcome doesn’t demand that everyone work at the same time, then the answer is “That’s fine.” But if the job requires certain people to be together or to coordinate their efforts at the same time, then that’s what they have to do. ROWE gives employees power over how they work and when they work, but they still have to work. They are still responsible for serving the customer, whether that customer is internal or external. That sense of responsibility—coupled with the power to meet those responsibilities however they want—actually breeds higher performance. People don’t even think about blowing off work in a ROWE.
“If there’s no line between work and life, how will I keep from overworking?”
In a ROWE you don’t overwork, because there is no incentive to overwork. You aren’t getting rewarded for putting in more hours. You are no longer a hero for pulling an all-nighter or being the first one through the door in the morning or working on the weekend. You’re only rewarded for delivering results. Once you’ve delivered those results, you stop working and do something else. It’s nice.
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common problems of
management by walking around
modified ROWE practiced by
outdated beliefs about
as parent role
and Sludge
top-down model
Management and ROWE
 


 
coaching role of
communication, level of
concerns about
inspiring others
leading versus managing
migration to ROWE
no schedules, adjustment to
Guideposts, introducing to
tips for
and trust
Meeting(s)
 


 
mandatory attendance
negative aspects of
No-Meeting Wednesdays
Meetings and ROWE
 


 
attendance as optional
cancelled
positive impact of
questioning value of
scheduling, basis of
by speakerphone
Migration to ROWE
 


 
administrative assistants, absence from
management migration
process/topics of
resistance to ROWE
Guideposts, use of
traditional work to ROWE transition
Moen, Phyllis
 





 
New-age companies, origin of
No-Meeting Wednesdays
 





 
Overseas business, non-traditional methods
Overwork, ROWE and lack of
 





 
Parents
 


 
ROWE, benefits of
as workers, negative comments about
Presenteeism
 


 
elements of
lack of and ROWE
negative aspects of
Priorities, work and ROWE
Productivity, increase and ROWE
 





 
Responsibility, increase and ROWE
Ressler, Cali
Results-Only Work Environment (ROWE)
 


 
adaptive change related to
best practices, rejection of
and career advancement
as cause, advancing for future
as companywide culture
control, increase for participants
criticisms of
CultureRx study
defined
employee/employer as winners
employee problems, handling of
evolution of
guilt, absence of
How ROWE Are You?
Kickoff
management. See Management and ROWE
meetings in. See Meetings and ROWE
and new employees
parents, benefits for
as people’s movement
personal accounts of
personal responsibility, increase in
person-level, positive impact on
versus Results-Oriented Work Environment
salary/rewards, basis of
scalability of
Sludge, eradicating
social aspects
stress/overwork, lack of
Guideposts
time, use of. See Time and ROWE
transition to. See Migration to ROWE
and trust
turnover-rates
underperformers, impact on
work accomplished. See Work and ROWE
Rewards. See Salary
 





 
Salary/rewards, ROWE, basis of
Self-employment, compared to ROWE
Slackers, absence in ROWE
Sludge
 


 
and Alternative Work Program
Back Sludge
business-as-battle metaphor
as control tactic
eradicating, process of
and flexible schedule
Guideposts related to
and guilt
from management
meaning of
negative comments, examples of
negative impact of
ROWE, absence in
Sludge Anticipation
Sludge Conspiracy
Sludge Justification
Sludge Resignation
Sludge sessions
underlying messages in
Social activities, and ROWE
Sociological study of ROWE (CultureRx)
Strategic Alliance team
Stress
 


 
good stress
ROWE and lack of
Studio approach, elements of
Summer Hours programs
 





 
Teams and ROWE
 


 
and cross training
natural formation of
studio approach
Technical change
 


 
elements of
example of
No-Meeting Wednesday’s example
Guideposts
 


 
development of
listing of
and management
and migration process
related to Sludge eradication
related to time
related to work
Thompson, Jody
Time and ROWE
 


 
calendar exercise
clock, new relationship to
CultureRx results on
every day as Saturday
and federal regulations N
N
compared to flextime
Guideposts related to
hours worked, lack of talk about
management adjustment to
new rules about
nonexempt employees in N
N
overtime work, implication of
time management, concept of
time-off, unlimited
typical worker day, examples of
workers compared to college students
Time-work relationship
 


 
creativity stifled by
judging others about. See Sludge
legal regulation of
lunch hour
myth about
new conception of. See Results-Only Work Environment (ROWE); Time and ROWE
“on time,” beliefs about
outdated attitudes
Presenteeism
time management
vacation leave
TiVo
Trust
 


 
and flexible schedule
increase and ROWE
by management
Turnover rates, and ROWE
 





 
Vacation
 


 
ROWE, unlimited time off
in traditional work environment
 





 
War, business-as-battle metaphor
Work, traditional
 


 
bloated organizations
business-as-battle metaphor
busy work
change, mechanics of
control-demand, as negative force
drive-by
employee manuals
evil corporate America image
excuses, use of
fire drills
judging others at. See Sludge
management. See Management, traditional
meetings. See Meeting(s)
negative aspects of
new culture of. See Results-Only Work Environment (ROWE)
outdated beliefs about
and physical space
redesign of
and technical change
time, conception of. See Timework relationship
Work and ROWE
 


 
communication, increase in
emergencies, handling of
goals/expectations, setting
Guideposts related to
and lack of place
meetings. See Meetings and ROWE
payment based on results
prioritizing
and productivity increase
questioning value
reaching others, methods of
results as focus of
skills versus job
slackers, lack of
studio approach
teams. See Teams and ROWE
time spent, control of. See Time and ROWE



1

 
Stories like this one that appear throughout the book have been edited for clarity but are otherwise in the person’s own words. The names and some of the business details have been changed to protect privacy.
 
2

 
A ROWE is slightly different for hourly employees in a corporate setting. Hourly employees don’t have work schedules, and they are still free to do whatever they want, whenever they want, as long as the work gets done. So they might work for an hour at ten at night, or from home for all or part of the week. They have schedule control. Unfortunately, because of Department of Labor regulations, nonexempt employees still have to track time in order to get paid. We think this is stupid and outdated. Having to track your time even when you’re delivering results makes people feel like second-class citizens. It’s not good for people, and, in a knowledge economy, it’s not good for business. We believe that eventually the Department of Labor is going to have to change its laws to catch up with the new realities of the global economy, but for now this is how nonexempt employees experience a ROWE.
 
3

 
As we mentioned earlier, this is slightly different for hourly employees, who still track their hours in a ROWE. They may be more aware of time, but they do not feel oppressed by time. And because they have no work schedules and aren’t tied to a desk, they do feel this increased sense of freedom and control.
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