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GARY BURNISON

Happiness,
Imagined

T

HERE’S NOTHING LIKE
A NEAR MISS TO PUT
THINGS IN PERSPECTIVE.

A few months ago, our flight from
Hawaii back to Los Angeles made an emergency
evasive move — a 600-foot dive in a matter of seconds.
Those seconds felt like hours as the sudden descent
put my stomach in my mouth. During the dive, some
passengers were yelling, others screaming. When
the plane stabilized, nervousness and uncertainty
overwhelmed the cabin. About 15 minutes later, the
co-pilot announced on the public address system that
another aircraft had been in surrounding airspace. In
other words, we had almost had a head-on collision
(although nobody realized it at the time).
A couple of weeks later, I was watching the nightly
news when the anchor said, “Passenger jets almost
collide midair.” As I listened, I thought, “OMG — we
were on that plane.” Sure enough, the news report confirmed the eastbound plane we were on, United Flight
1205, nearly collided with a westbound US Airways jet.
Beyond the cliché of having “my life flash before
my eyes,” I can say that being 20 seconds away from
disaster overhauled my idea of happiness.
Throughout our lives, we pursue happiness. In the
United States, it is our inalienable right, as the Declaration of Independence promises us. And so we chase
after what we believe will make us happy — money,
possessions, leisure time, adventure, even a job title.
We tell ourselves that when we get this, can afford
that, or arrive there, we will be happy. Yet, it doesn’t
happen. Why? Because the destination, the achievement, the result is never as rich, as fulfilling, as satisfying as the personal growth, challenges and progress
of the journey itself. This has broad implications for
leaders who generally motivate by focusing on the
final prize rather than celebrating the small wins.
As Teresa Amabile, co-author of “The Progress
Principle: Using Small Wins to Ignite Joy, Engagement,
and Creativity at Work,” told business writer Dan Pink,
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of my United flight taught me another lesson about
happiness: It is always nearby — whether we seize it or
not. Before takeoff on that flight from Hawaii to Los
Angeles, I noticed the pilot wheeling a flight bag with
a guitar case strapped to it. “What are you going to
play?” I asked him.
‘“Dylan,” he answered.
‘“Oh, I love Dylan,” I told him, and turned to my
daughter and smiled.
In that moment, I did know, in the deepest recesses
of my mind, that our lives were in his hands. But I
never gave it a second thought. At that point, he was
simply a cool pilot who plays guitar. Only after we
landed safely could I contemplate what we all almost
lost and how the pilot wasn’t just “cool” but remarkably
competent and quick-thinking under pressure, in the
moment. Thanks
to that Dylan fan
in the cockpit, each
of us passengers
was given another
chance to pursue
our happiness,
whatever we consider that to be.
What appeals
to one person may
not be ideal for another. Yet, certain
things are timeless and unbounded. As humans,
we want to be loved, to fit in, to matter. We wonder
what others will think of us; we want to be part of
something bigger than ourselves. These are the universal goals in the pursuit of happiness, which is not
over the horizon or at the end of some rainbow.
Happiness is not durable, it can be very fleeting;
happiness is not abundant, it is in fact in short
supply. Happiness is not given to you, it is recognized by you. Happiness is not living in tomorrow’s
promise, but rather in savoring today’s reality. Happiness is indeed in the moment… ultimately, based
on how you make others feel.
That’s happiness, imagined.

FROM THE CEO

“Our research showed that, of all the events that
have the power to excite people and engage them
in their work, the single most important is making
progress — even if that progress is a small win. That’s
the Progress Principle. And, because people are more
creatively productive when they are excited and engaged, small wins are a very big deal for organizations.”
And yet, when Amabile and her co-author asked
nearly 700 managers around the world to rank five
factors according to what they thought most motivated employees, they put “progress” dead last!
Even those of us who understand the importance
of simple progress don’t want to lose what we already
have. People who get to the top typically want to stay
there — the view can be pretty appealing. And even
when they know, intellectually, that “you are not your
job,” the prestige
and perks that come
with an impressive
title can be hard to
give up. Just ask any
company founder
who doesn’t want to
step aside or a corporate leader who
hesitates to retire.
The target,
however, is always
moving. We keep
chasing after something bigger, bolder, brighter,
better that’s just beyond our grasp, like a balloon
carried by the wind. We are never content in the
moment. Rather, we anticipate happiness, tomorrow.
But in seconds it can all be gone. Disaster does not
discriminate.
The near-miss incident has made me reflect,
once again, on life and what makes it meaningful.
My family? Of course. But my realization has gone
further. The time we have is not unlimited. Each
moment, therefore, really does matter. Meaning is
created in how we invest those moments in our
particular pursuit of happiness.
Does my job really matter? I am a CEO and, like
other senior leaders, my job is to guide a company. We
can contribute to providing opportunities for others.
The decisions that chief executives make do matter,
especially to job creation. But, unlike a pilot or a surgeon, a CEO does not hold human lives in the balance,
moment-to-moment. Most executives don’t make lifeor-death, split-second decisions.
Coincidentally, a chance encounter with the pilot

“We anticipate
happiness,
tomorrow.
But in seconds it
can all be gone.
Disaster does not
discriminate.”
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Gary Burnison is CEO
of Korn Ferry and author
of the new book “LEAD”

 LEADthebook.com
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Global
Leaders
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Companies send
executives to other
countries to expand
their capabilities.
But expatriate
assignments are
time consuming
and disruptive.
Can companies
develop their
executives while
keeping them
at home?
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HE RISE OF MARKETS around the world requires leaders to
formulate strategies in a more complex global environment.
Organizations need people with these skills to lead the most critical
parts of their enterprise, but they find a shortage of strong candidates.
A key question that has emerged has been how best to develop leaders
with a strategic global perspective to succeed in these roles.
Typically, companies addressed this challenge by sending key leaders
to take on assignments and live in other countries, often for years. But
developing capabilities this way is expensive and disruptive, especially
when multiple careers and personal and family ties are involved. As a
result, a critical but unanswered question has
been whether there are other approaches to
developing a strategic global perspective short
of sending someone to live in another country for
years. Research suggests there are.

Joy Hazucha is Global
Vice President, Korn Ferry
Institute, and is based in
Minneapolis.
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By Joy Hazucha

A study of 271 executives by Korn Ferry and
research partners recently published in the Journal of
Applied Psychology, found good news: In addition to
expatriate assignments, two cross-cultural experiences
helped to develop strategic thinking: multinational
business operations experience and experience
building relationships with culturally diverse people.
“Multinational operations experience” means
traveling and working closely with people around the
world, but it does not necessarily require living in another country. As the paper puts it, to benefit, leaders
must “physically transcend national boundaries.”
This is good news from a cost, time and disruption
perspective.
The other successful approach (several alternative
approaches to expatriate assignments proved unsuccessful) involved building
relationships with
culturally diverse people.
This is not necessarily
as simple as it sounds,
because these connections
must be working relationships — friendships are
not sufficient. In addition,
the study indicated that
these relationships must
be “built” by the leader. Leaders who had simply been
part of a culturally diverse team did not have stronger
strategic thinking skills than those without this
experience. In addition, the experience must be active,
not passive. Simply being assigned to an international
team is not sufficient. To really develop strategic global
thinking, leaders must develop relationships actively
and make them work.
The more time leaders spent in these global experiences, the stronger their strategic thinking skills
— that is, the more able they were to understand
the external market and how their organizations
can be successful in this context. Responsibility for
multinational operations requires leaders to learn
more about the global business context, including
the effects of differences in culture, customers, legal
requirements, employment practices, financials
and many other areas. Developing relationships
with people from different cultures contributes to
understanding differences that are not evident when
working within a single culture.
The study also revealed another critical insight:
Leaders who have been exposed to a more “culturally

distant” country are the ones who benefit the most in
the development of their strategic thinking capability.
For example, an American leader who has been exposed
to China is likely to benefit more than if he or she were
exposed to the United Kingdom, which is culturally
“less distant.” The authors suspect exposure to greater
cultural distance facilitates the development of moresophisticated patterns of thinking, which increases a
leader’s capability to detect, digest and integrate large
amounts of complex, culturally laden information.
The paper contributes to identifying alternatives
to long-term expatriate assignments in two ways.
First, by understanding that to help leaders develop
greater competencies from global work experience,
organizations can provide more culturally distant
and culturally diverse assignments. Second, the
researchers offer evidence that leaders who
possess a more global
mindset are more likely
to make better strategic
decisions and be more
effective. These findings
have implications for
organizations wishing to
develop their upper-level
leaders through global
work experiences.
When senior executives groom leaders to develop
enhanced strategic thinking, arguably the most
critical competency for success at the senior level,
they need to design ways to provide them with
extended experiences involving international assignments, managing multinational business operations
or building working relationships with those from
different countries. The benefit of these experiences
will be optimized when leaders have been exposed to
a more culturally distinct country.
In talent review meetings, senior leaders should
consider how to expose high-potential leaders to more
culturally distant markets and which types of global
experiences might provide them adequate time to understand foreign institutional environments. 

The more time leaders
spent in these global
experiences, the stronger
their strategic thinking
skills...

Journal of Applied Psychology, “Developing Leaders’ Strategic
Thinking Through Global Work Experience: The Moderating
Role of Cultural Distance,” 2013, by Lisa Dragoni, Cornell
University; In-Sue Oh, Temple University; Ozias A.Moore,
Cornell University; Paul VanKatwyk, Korn Ferry; Joy Hazucha, Korn Ferry.
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By Karen Kane

Why
Companies
Need Skeptics

S

uccessful leaders know that when everything’s cool and mellow,
things can go wrong. At the same time, too many naysayers can turn
an organization sour and cause paralysis. The aim is for balance. The
smart skeptic may be the most underappreciated member of the team.
It’s not just asking tough questions. It takes someone smart and brave
enough to “call them as they see them” rather than become overly
focused on the collegiality and happiness of the work team.
The skeptic as a contrarian, not a pessimist, can fuel innovation. At the
very basic level, it’s what Karin O’Connor, managing director at investor
network Hyde Park Angels, calls a willingness to tell the entrepreneur
that “the baby is ugly.”

That’s really the only way you can be successful: to
hear the truth, O’Connor says.
Steve Jobs famously insisted that he would tolerate only “A players.” It was his way of preventing
what he called “the bozo explosion,” in which
managers focus on the harmony of the team, encouraging mediocre employees to stay. While Apple
cofounder Steve Wozniak said he preferred more
congeniality and less conflict, he readily acknowledged that the Macintosh project would have failed
had he been in charge.
Constructive criticism is valuable, but even smart
skeptics or well-intentioned realists can come across as
voices of doom. Such feedback may be annoying to the
entrepreneur, but the naysayer’s opinion may contain a
useful and important kernel of truth.
Ideas and innovations have to be tested. “When
startups are beguiled by products that delight a small
audience, including the company’s founders, but fail
to connect with a broader market, they are doomed,”
said Howard Tullman, a serial entrepreneur and CEO

of the technology incubator 1871 in Chicago. “There
is really no such thing as a valid excuse for slow or no
growth of a startup,” Tullman says.
Humans are social animals, and straying from
the herd doesn’t come naturally. Yet when things go
wrong, terribly wrong, as when a space shuttle blows
up, the postmortem often reveals a dissenter whose
voice was silenced or ignored.
The investigation of the Challenger space shuttle
disaster found that a Morton-Thiokol engineer urged
managers to delay the launch because the cold weather
could cause problems with the rubber O-rings that
sealed the joints in the solid-fuel booster rockets. The
after-accident analysis revealed that NASA had noticed
unexpected problems with the O-rings. But over time
and at meetings about the issue, concerns about the
O-rings were downplayed. NASA’s deputy director
dismissed the dissenting engineer’s recommendation
and called it “appalling.” The resulting catastrophe
killed seven astronauts and could have ended the space
shuttle program.
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It feels good when
the whole team
is “on board”
and happy, but
congeniality has
a downside: It
can fuel delusion.
Skeptics can
counteract this
tendency...

Illustration: J ONATHAN WAYS HAK

The skeptic as a contrarian,
not a pessimist, can fuel innovation.
Skeptics might be difficult to deal with, and might
even be unpleasant, but they have a role.
Author Chunka Mui calls these skeptics “devil’s
advocates” and considers them part of the innovation
process in The New Killer Apps: How Large Companies
Can Out-Innovate Start-Ups.
Mui isn’t against harmony, happiness or employees
who feel at ease, but he notes, “Humans need to feel
part of the group in order to be happy, and yet groupthink is one of the big dangers that lead to corporate
(and other group) failures. That doesn’t say that happiness indexes are inherently bad, but [the indexes] are …
not the whole story.”
The key is for the designated skeptics to be
engaged in constructive questioning with the longterm best intentions for organizational versus personal success. “The term (advocatus diaboli in Latin)
comes from the popular name for the canon lawyers
of the Catholic Church that used to review evidence
during the canonization process. It was their job to
take a skeptical view [of candidates for sainthood]
in order to protect the long-term best interest of the
Church.”
Entrepreneurs and innovators are generally
optimists, says Robert C. Wolcott, founder of the
Kellogg Innovation Network (KIN) and an expert on
growth. “The entrepreneur tends to have a different
calculus about the opportunity than others, or why
the heck would they be doing something so unlikely to
succeed?”
It feels good when the whole team is “on board”
and happy, but congeniality has a downside: It can fuel
delusion. Skeptics can counteract this tendency, but
the office realist requires special handling. It takes a
skillful leader to give the skeptic a role on the team and
encourage the designated critic to give voice to doubts.
Constructive criticism is one of the most important
inputs to innovation, says Wolcott. For it to work,
however, innovators have to have the self-confidence
to filter out the personal, unproductive parts of the
criticism and find the relevant and helpful insights,
Wolcott argues.

Balance is required.

I

“

prefer ‘realism’ to ‘skepticism,’ two sides of the same
coin,” said Tullman. “For many of our entrepreneurs, their activity is an antidote for their anxiety.
We ask them if they’ve done the hard work of sitting
with customers to learn about their real concerns and
problems. And that’s hard, boring work. It’s not nearly
as fun as showing off the new screen you’ve designed
to do all these neat things. We’re constantly trying to
inject realism into the process without taking away
their enthusiasm and energy.”
Tullman has started more than a dozen tech companies. He’s a guru to many entrepreneurs because he
spends a great deal of time trying to share his “pragmatic” experience. “Call it the ‘we’ve-seen-this-moviebefore syndrome’ or in a more grandiose way, pattern
recognition, but since I have lived through these experiences myself, I can say to them, ‘Here’s what arose in
a similar situation.’ Our new entrepreneurs will make
mistakes, but they don’t have to make the same mistakes. And they don’t have to make them repeatedly.”
1871 injects “business reality” into the planning
of novel ventures through meetings with business leaders and decision makers. These insights
would take an entrepreneur working alone years to
discover and accumulate. “Last year, we had 4,500
one-on-one meetings involving 600 entrepreneurs.
These are invaluable sessions for the entrepreneurs
to talk with business leaders who give them realworld business advice.”
Are skeptics contributors? Have they played a
role in the success of critical ideas? One of Mui’s
favorites is Alfred P. Sloan, the legendary CEO of
General Motors. When he asked his top executives if they were in complete agreement with a
decision and he heard no objection, he said he was
adjourning the discussion “to give ourselves time
to develop disagreement and perhaps gain some
understanding of what the decision is all about,”
according to an anecdote cited by Mui.
Mui’s research shows that “too many organizations
get to the point of complete agreement too quickly.
More disagreement is in order.” 
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Briefings Profile: Alan Mulally

The
Man Who
Saved Ford

Interview by

Alan Mulally hands us a piece of paper with the
points about leadership he wants to cover during
our time together. The note is handwritten and,
unusual for a CEO of a Fortune 10 company, he’s
drawn a heart around the words Korn Ferry on the
note. A heart!
You don’t think of engineers as people who draw
hearts on notes and memos, and there is nothing in
his 12th-floor office at Ford’s sleek Dearborn headquarters that betrays sentimentality. Engineers are
tough-minded analytical types who live their lives
curled up on the left side of their brains. And while
Mulally is definitely familiar with the left side —
bachelor’s and master’s degrees in aeronautical and
astronautical engineering from the University of

Lessons
M ich a e l D is tef a n o
& J o e l Ku r t zm a n
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Briefings Profile:
Alan Mulally

Kansas and a master’s in management from M.I.T.’s Sloan School of
Management — he’s also a rightbrain guy, a genuine people person.
We, but not Mulally, sometimes
forget that the tools of modern
companies — computers, management systems, charts, tables,
spreadsheets — don’t get things
done; people do, which is why his
people-person style works so well.
On June 30, 2014, Mulally completed his latest “big thing,” the
transformation of the Ford Motor
Company from a money-losing
behemoth with an iconic legacy,
a patchwork of competing (some
would say warring) fiefdoms, and
a large, diffuse set of brands, into
a globally integrated, single-team
company with a smaller, more
profitable and focused catalog of
brands, a set of highly touted processes and 19 profitable quarters in
a row. Mulally masterminded this
transformation during one of the
grimmest periods of global economic and automobile history, in
the midst of the worst and longest
financial and economic crisis since
the Great Depression. Mulally, who
at 68 is ginger-haired and brimming with as much energy as Saudi
Arabia, Texas and North Dakota,
managed the transformation by
getting the best out of the people
already working at Ford, not by let-
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ting them go. Weeks after he left
Ford, Mulally joined the board of
directors of Google Inc.
Even before Ford, Mulally’s
platform was global, complex and
massively capital-intensive. He spent
37 years at Boeing designing, then
serving on, every one of its “bet-thecompany” airliner programs. He then
became lead designer, director of
engineering and finally general manager for the 777 — an extremely intricate machine
with 3 million parts and a
global supply chain. The
777 has been the subject
of documentaries, articles
and business school case
studies because it was
the first commercial
airliner to be built using
computer-aided design
techniques. And when
he became president and
chief executive officer of
Boeing Commercial Airplanes, Mulally oversaw
an even more difficult
project — the design
and development of the
787 Dreamliner, the
most complex, technologically sophisticated
and fuel-efficient jet
airliner ever built.
And yet, Mulally draws
hearts on his memos.

B R I E F I N G S

Dearborn

W

e met at Mulally’s office at Ford’s
headquarters in Dearborn, Mich., just
outside of Detroit. It was late spring as
we drove through the city of 100,000, and we could
not help noticing the thick, green lawns, leafy trees,
and wide, uncongested streets. It was an impeccably
manicured Midwestern town with a lot of charm.
If Henry Ford had not located his automobile
company here, it might still be prairie farmland
with rows of corn and hay, and milk cows dotting
the horizon. But now it is Ford country, and Ford is
everywhere.
From where one of us stayed — a hotel built by
Henry Ford decades ago and filled with photos from
that era — you could see the company’s sprawling

engineering and development center and — behind a
high fence — one of its proving grounds. From where
the other one of us stayed, a more modern hotel
from an upscale chain, you could see the company’s
headquarters and — if you looked even farther — the
old River Rouge Complex. At one time, the complex
had been the largest and most integrated factory in
the world, with 1.5 miles of buildings. Truck- and
trainloads of raw materials would enter the factory at
one end, people used to say with only modest exaggeration, and shiny new Fords by the millions would
come out the other end.
Mulally, whose roots are in Kansas, another earnest, corn-growing, Midwestern state, presided over
the successful transformation of Ford for eight years.

Briefings Profile:
Alan Mulally

Vision

Fixing Ford

T

W

ransforming a legendary company like Ford
requires “vision,” Mulally told us in his intense
style, sometimes touching our arms or shoulders, and always leaning in to drive home his points.
But what does he mean by that well-worn word?
In another handwritten note, Mulally gave us his
and William Clay “Bill” Ford’s visions for the company. The notes were surprisingly brief. Bill Ford’s
vision was “Great products, strong business, better
world.” Mulally’s vision was “People working together
as a lean global enterprise for automotive leadership.”
But even more telling, Mulally wrote these words
with precise penmanship on an old Ford advertisement titled, “Opening the Highways to All Mankind.”
It ran in the Jan. 24, 1925, issue of the Saturday Evening
Post, a defunct magazine from a bygone era. That
message was the reason Henry Ford started the company, and by placing his and Bill Ford’s words on that
sheet of paper, Mulally was demonstrating respect for

hen Mulally entered Ford’s blue-glass
headquarters building for the first time
in September 2006, the company was
deteriorating rapidly. It was losing money, and some
investment analysts and industry pundits wondered
whether the company that was the first to harness
mass production would be able to remain in business.
The company’s debt was “junk,” and its stock, which
had been as high as $17.34 in 2004, had fallen to $8.39
when Mulally joined, before plummeting to $1.01 in
2008, as the world plunged into the financial crisis.
On the day he joined the company, the internal
forecasts were bleak. “The forecast for profits for 2006,
for automotive, was for a $17 billion loss,” he told us.
“And at the end of the year, we achieved that loss.”
Mulally does not believe you can achieve greatness
or growth simply by cutting costs and streamlining
processes. True, you can’t ignore costs and processes,
and they have to be tightly managed. But what you
really need is to invest in the future.
He did this at Boeing, and under
his leadership, the commercial
airplane division regained its No.
1 sales position for large airliners.
Investment, by definition, takes
money, which Ford didn’t have. Just
as significantly, investment requires
focus, especially in times of scarcity. In Mulally’s
vocabulary, “focus” means “plan.”
As we sat around a small table in his office, which
also had a view of the River Rouge Complex, Mulally
explained that he had been methodically studying
Ford well before his first day on the job. Part of this
was interviewing dozens of Ford insiders, including
the board. In addition, he interviewed professionals
from the automobile industry, finance, business and
consulting. Mulally created summaries of all these interviews and put them in a thick set of binders, which
he kept in his office. He used the insights contained in
these books, plus “what I learned during my nearly 40
years at Boeing,” to write Ford’s plan.
The plan was about numbers — as all business
plans ultimately are — but it was even more about
people — what else would you expect from a man
who draws hearts? Specifically, it was about getting
Ford’s employees — with their reputation for in-

Lesson one:
People rally around
something meaningful.
the man and the sentiment that started it all. Ford
was always about producing cars with value for the
masses.
It also demonstrates something else. “Leadership is having a compelling vision, a comprehensive
plan, relentless implementation and talented people
working together,” he said. “People also want
meaning. All of us want to know that we are doing
great things, that we are touching a lot of people, and
that what we are doing is about something bigger
than ourselves. The truth is, you can only do that if
you are growing, if your margins are improving, if
you make products that people want and value, and
you do it more efficiently with regard to time and
resources than the competition,” he said. Henry Ford
couldn’t have provided the average consumer with
mobility, thereby changing the world, unless he made
a profit. In Mulally’s view, a vision is not a hope. It is
an action plan.

16
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fighting and for sharp elbows — to work together
constructively and to help each other. It was about
changing how people at Ford interacted.
Mulally called his plan to get people to work
together across the company “One Team.” He
called the goal of getting people to work together
across the company’s vast global ecosystem “One
Ford.” Then he set a simple goal for the company.
He wanted “an exciting, viable Ford delivering
profitable growth for all.”
To accomplish this, he added to the plan a set
of behaviors he expected employees to follow, such
as “foster functional and technical excellence,”
“own working together,” “role model Ford values”
and so on. Though these changes would alter the
company’s culture, Mulally felt they were needed
to make the company profitable over the long run.

Lesson two:
When
making big
changes,
you need
everyone on
the team.

Operations

O

perationally, Mulally explained in his
unostentatious office, the plan wiped
out Ford’s old fiefdoms and created a
new, simplified leadership structure made up of
the heads of the company’s profit centers — its
major geographies, plus Ford Credit. The leadership structure also included heads of Ford’s 12
functional areas, some of whom, like the heads of
communications and technology, had never been
part of the leadership. Each of these individuals,
plus Mulally, Bill Ford and Mark Fields, chief operating officer and Mulally’s successor, were at the
top of Ford’s One Team. With amazing economy,
Mulally was able to fit the plan, and some added details, on two sides of a single card, which was given
to every employee and to everyone doing business
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Briefings Profile:
Alan Mulally

with the company. The plan, along with its expected
behaviors, might as well have been carved in stone.
The plan began working almost immediately. It
did so because Mulally connected it to operational
targets dealing with profitable growth. Everything
that contributed to, delayed, or cost the company
profitable growth was measured, mapped and colorcoded — green for projects going well and on plan,
yellow for areas needing attention and red for the
most urgent situations.
During our conversation, Mulally stopped, smiled
slyly and invited us to “see where it all happens.”
Mulally, a compact former gymnast, is in excellent
shape. We learned that when he raced us down the
12th-floor hallway to the elevator, and then into a
large conference room with a massive round table
suitable for Arthur and his knights. There were
video screens on the walls and microphones on the
table. This was a room where big things happened.
It was where Mulally’s weekly business plan review

and you say to the rest of the team, ‘I’m really sorry. I
was really busy last week. I didn’t have time to work
on that.’ The accountability and the responsibility
here is to help everybody on the team turn reds into
yellows and greens, and to deliver increasing earnings
and increasing cash flow every year.”
There was another interesting dimension to these
meetings. “We invite guests every week to sit in on
the meeting in Dearborn,” Mulally said. “We introduce the guests, who sit behind the team member
that invited them, and we ask them for their reflections and thoughts. The guests might be an engineer
or someone from down on the factory floor. So, all
this data is flowing up, but then all the results are also
flowing down. It is going back and forth every week
at these meetings. And at the end of the meeting, the
comments you hear from the guests make your eyes
water. They say, ‘My gosh, this is so big, so vast. We’re
in every country. I want to contribute to the plan as
soon as I get back.’ I have heard many guests say that.”

Lesson three:
If you want everyone to pitch in,
be transparent.
took place, where the managers at the top of Ford’s
One Team got together to make decisions that led to
Ford’s 19 consecutive quarters of profitable growth.
Though it was empty, you could feel it hum.
A moment later, Mulally whisked us down the hall
and into another room, this time a nondescript, barebones conference room almost directly underneath
Mulally’s office. In this room, on the walls, were some
320 color-coded charts laying out goals and progress
toward those milestones for each profit center and
function. Above each set of charts was a photo of the
leadership team member responsible for the results.
“We are all sitting around the table, and the charts
are all color-coded,” Mulally explained. “Can you
imagine the accountability? You come to the table and
you were red on the launch of something last week,
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Raising money

M

ullaly knew Ford needed new products to
survive. Its lineup was tired, in places, and
some of Ford’s product decisions had been
shortsighted, in Mulally’s view. Take the Ford Taurus,
a car that revolutionized the automobile design process in the late 1980s when it was developed. When
the car was launched, it was to almost universal acclaim and went on to become the No. 1-selling car in
the United States.
But the Taurus suffered from a lack of attention inside Ford that resulted in years of uninspired designs.
Initially, the Taurus blended rounded edges with sleek
styling in a package that was futuristic, aerodynamic,

B R I E F I N G S

confident and warm. Toward the end, the Taurus resembled an oblong American football, albeit one that
looked a little deflated in the middle. Sales plummeted
and it became a fixture of rental fleets.
In his first week at Ford, when he was reviewing
the company’s product plans, Mulally asked where the
Taurus was in the lineup. He was surprised that it had
been discontinued.
“Why?” he asked, dumbfounded.
“Well, we made a couple that looked like jelly
beans and didn’t sell, so we stopped it,” he was told.
Mulally looked at the product team. “You guys sold
nearly 7 million Taurus cars. Talk about a brand!” he
said. “Why don’t you just make a new one, and get it
going again? How long would it take to make a new
one?” The team told him it would take four years.
“How about doing it in two years? And make it the
best Taurus you can. A brand like that would cost billions of dollars to create from scratch,” he told them.
From that moment forward, Mulally understood
Ford’s development of new cars had to be accelerated,
a capital-intensive task. In his first weeks at Ford, he
understood the company would have to raise money
if the automaker was to have a future. “We decided
to take out a $23.6 billion home-improvement loan,”
Mulally said, joking.
Given his experience at Boeing, Mulally expected
that once the loan amount was determined, Ford’s
finance team would be able to raise the money. “I said

to the team, ‘Good luck. Let me know how it goes,’
and it got quiet. Then I said, ‘What’s wrong?’ And they
said, ‘We can’t make this presentation. We can’t raise
this money, because we’ve told them all this before —
how Ford has a great plan.’ They said, ‘You have to do
it, Alan, because you’re the only new model we have.’
So I stood up the next day and presented the plan, and
10 days later we had raised $23.6 billion, based on the
strength of the plan we devised to work together.”
The decision to raise $23.6 billion before the onset
of the financial crisis was prescient. With its bank account full, Ford had sufficient capital to invest, even as
automobile sales collapsed around the world and the
capital markets froze during the worst of the crisis and
recession. Ford’s domestic rivals, G.M. and Chrysler,
hadn’t raised money and were not so lucky. They were
forced to go to Washington to ask the federal government for emergency loans. The government granted
the request at the cost of filing for bankruptcy, forced
reorganizations and the loss of each CEO’s job.
Though few industries have more entrenched
rivalries than the automobile business, Mulally
went to Washington to testify on behalf of bailing
out his biggest competitors. He did it, he explained
to us, because the death of G.M. and Chrysler would
have meant the demise of the industry’s network of
suppliers, which would have severely damaged Ford.
The demise of these companies could have plunged
the United States into depression.

Lesson four:
Concentrate on the future.

Taurus Resurrection. One of Ford’s most popular
vehicle nameplates throughout the 1980s and 1990s was reintroduced into the Ford lineup. Today, the sixth-generation
Taurus is among the best-selling mid-size sedans and most
recognizable car brand names.
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“Opening the
Highways To
All Mankind”
was the headline of
a Ford advertisement
first printed in The
Saturday Evening
Post in 1925. The
statement is still used
to summarize Ford’s
vision for automotive
leadership today.

Ford Rouge Center
in Dearborn features
the world’s largest
living rooftop.

Focus

W

hen Mulally joined Ford, it had dozens
of automobile brands around the
world, and while not all of them were
profitable, they all competed for scarce resources
and management time. Buying these brands was
part of a plan to create a premium group within
Ford, capable of earning premium profits. Unfortunately, the costs were high and the profits never materialized. The brands — Aston Martin, Land Rover,
Jaguar and Volvo, plus some other investments, such
as Mazda — were an expensive drag on a company,
and the decision was made to sell these assets.
Mulally did not regret selling these assets. Once
more, his timing was impeccable. Ford sold Aston
Martin to an investment group in 2007, and Land
Rover and Jaguar to India’s Tata Motors in 2008,
just before the financial debacle. The timing of
Ford’s sale of Volvo to China’s Geely was not so
lucky, since it didn’t happen until 2010. And, while
Ford lost money on each of these deals, when
measured against the cost of buying the assets in
the first place, selling these companies stanched the
financial bleeding and added to Ford’s cash reserves.
There was more to the decision than raising
cash. “The company had to have focus,” Mulally
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said. “Can you imagine working on the Ford Fiesta
from 8 a.m. to 8:15 a.m., then on a new Jaguar from
8:15 a.m. to 8:30 a.m.? We needed a different plan to
be world-class.” Just as importantly, Mulally said, “It
was a question of ‘What did Ford stand for?’ What do
people think when they see Ford’s blue oval? Do they
think of us as a house of brands, or do they understand that they are going to get a complete family of
best-in-class vehicles that are also affordable?”

Lesson five:
You can be
known for a
lot of things,
but you can’t
be known for
everything.
B R I E F I N G S

Ford celebrates 50 years of the Mustang.
One of the most iconic cars ever built. In 2015 Ford will release
1,964 units of a limited anniversary edition.

Lesson six:
It’s always about
the people.
Mulally’s method

M

ulally is a leader with a method that works,
especially when applied to big projects, like
designing and building a new generation
of airliners, or transforming a great-but-teetering
automaker like Ford.
Mulally’s method is straightforward. It begins
with understanding the problem and how it came
about, then determining what to do about it. Next,
leaders have to “pull everybody together around a
compelling vision, a comprehensive strategy and a
plan aimed at achieving your goals,” he said. “We developed a plan to go forward, after selecting the entire

team of the leaders worldwide and also the leaders
with skills needed going across the world,” he said.
Once you have the people and the plan, you have to
stick with both.
“After a couple of years at Ford, journalists would
come in here and ask, ‘Does Alan have a new card with
a new plan on it?’ My answer was always ‘No.’ Stick
with what works.”
Many companies less successful than Ford, and
many executives less successful than Mulally, have
written bold, comprehensive plans. But what they lack
is a leader who cares as deeply about people as Mulally
does. What they don’t have is a leader who draws hearts
on his memos and notes. 
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O

f all the prophecies in
Aldous Huxley’s dystopian
classic Brave New World,
none is as conspicuous by its
present-day absence as Soma,
the State-produced happy pill
that takes citizens on enjoyable,
hangover-free holidays. Though
mankind has experimented
with euphoria-producing
substances for millennia, a safe
shortcut to psychological wellbeing has proven elusive and
will likely remain so, despite the
incalculable market potential
for such a molecule.

THE

HAPPINESS
QUEST

T H E

H A P P I N E S S

FTER ALL, today’s drugs

for depression (like Prozac,
Zoloft and Paxil) and anxiety
(like Xanax, Ativan and Valium) account for billions
of dollars in annual sales.
Yet these pills are only
marginally effective
for many patients and
have a wide range of side effects. The
lack of better mood enhancers doesn’t
stem from a dearth of commercial
potential, but rather from inadequate
understanding of the brain.
Relief from depression is not
the same as happiness, but it is a step
in the right direction, notes British
economist Richard Layard, author of
Happiness: Lessons from a New
Science (Penguin 2005). As a Labor
member of the House of Lords, Layard fought for, and got, increased
funding for mental health coverage,
including cognitive behavioral
therapy for depression. He says he is
inspired by the 18th-century philosopher Jeremy Bentham, who posited
government ought to focus on creating the greatest happiness for the
greatest number.
“The basis for getting back to the
Enlightenment view has been set by
developments in science,” Layard says.
Neuroscientists “have discovered the
areas in the brain that correlate to
feeling good or feeling bad, and can
measure it. That means happiness is
actually an objective phenomenon.”
Much of the research showing
that happiness or depression correlate
to measurable activity in specific
regions of the brain originated in the
lab of Richard J. Davidson, a pioneer
in affective neuroscience and professor of psychiatry and psychology at
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the University of Wisconsin-Madison.
One of his most startling discoveries
has been that mindfulness meditation, a secular contemplative activity
based on ancient Buddhist practices,
not only improves mood but creates
lasting structural change in the brain.
The flip side of employing silent contemplation to improve one’s
emotional profile is a growing body
of work showing the positive impact
of exercise on the brain. Multiple
studies have shown that daily vigorous aerobic exercise not only lifts
mood but can be an effective treatment for attention deficit, anxiety,
memory loss and addiction. While
narcotics or antidepressant drugs
typically boost one or two brain
chemicals, like dopamine or serotonin, exercise increases the supply
of many substances implicated
in mood, and it does so without
harmful side effects, except perhaps
sore muscles.
What aerobic exercise and mindfulness meditation have in common
is you have to work at them, every day
and forever. It’s not like
taking a pill, but
the effects are potentially far more
lasting. Both
may in fact be
addictive, in the
sense that practitioners tend
to increase the
intensity of their
workouts or the
duration of their
meditation over
time and feel
ill at ease when
they stop.

H

A BR IEF HISTORY
OF EUPHOR I A

U M A N S H AV E B E E N G E T T I N G H I G H for a very long time. According to the Drug
Enforcement Administration, the earliest reference to opium growth and use is in 3400 B.C.,
when the opium poppy was cultivated in lower Mesopotamia (Southwest Asia). The Sumerians
referred to it as “hul gil”: the “plant of joy.” The Sumerians soon passed it on to the Assyrians,
who in turn passed it on to the Egyptians. As people learned of the power of opium, demand
increased and many countries began to grow and process it, expanding its availability and lowering
its cost. Opium cultivation spread along the Silk Road, from the Mediterranean through Asia and
finally to China, where it was the catalyst for the Opium Wars of the mid-1800s.
Coca has been used as a medicine and stimulant for over 4,000 years in what is now Colombia,
Peru and Bolivia. The drug was considered a safe stimulant and nerve tonic, but cocaine’s addictive
and destructive properties became apparent within 30 years of its introduction as a pharmaceutical.
Early in his career, Sigmund Freud was a vocal proponent of cocaine, taking it himself and promoting
its use to patients. Cocaine use jumped in the 1970s, when it was touted as the champagne of drugs
because it was expensive, high-status and said to have no serious consequences. Cocaine remains a
huge business: Colombia produces an estimated $400 million of cocaine each week, the DEA says.
Of course, opium and coca derivatives have devastating effects on the individuals and communities that use them. Heroin and cocaine make the user “happy” for a time, but rapidly become
addictive, and with continued use make users wretched and ill. Opiates and cocaine have different
mechanisms of action, but both increase the concentration of dopamine, an important neurotransmitter, in the nucleus accumbens, known to laypeople as the “reward center” of the brain. Because
the brain, like most organs, seeks homeostasis, it down-regulates its dopamine response, increasing
the amount of drug a user needs to feel euphoria and leading to severe depression and other pathologies when the drug is withdrawn.
“If you define happiness as euphoria, we have lots of happy drugs like cocaine,” says Stanley D.
Glick, Ph.D., M.D. and director of the Center for Neuropharmacology & Neuroscience at Albany
Medical College in New York. “But there are no drugs that have just one effect. Advertisements tell
you the good effects first, then a whole host of negatives in the small print. Every drug works on
multiple places in the nervous system, and it’s impossible to get one that just works on the one you
want. That’s how the nervous system is structured.”
Benzodiazepines, a class of sedatives that includes Xanax and Ativan, are among the most commonly prescribed drugs, and are used to treat anxiety, insomnia, agitation, seizures, muscle spasms,
and alcohol withdrawal, and as a premedication for medical or dental procedures. But these drugs
also have a potent short-term euphoric effect and are among the most frequently abused prescription
medicines. They work by enhancing the effect
of a neurotransmitter known as gammaaminobutyric acid (GABA), which is the same
mechanism triggered by alcohol. Indeed, psychiatrists sometimes refer to Xanax as “an extremely dry martini.” Benzodiazepine addiction
is common, and withdrawal has been described
in the medical literature as more difficult and
dangerous than kicking heroin.
Today’s antidepressants do not produce

“If you define happiness
as euphoria, we have lots of
happy drugs, like cocaine,
but there are no drugs that
have just one effect.”
—Stanley D. Glick
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euphoria and are not “addictive” in the conventional sense of that word. But they usually take a few
weeks to work, don’t work in everybody, and may require a long, gradual withdrawal period to avoid
unpleasant effects. Though they are known to boost the amount of the neurotransmitter serotonin
in the brain, no one knows exactly how they work, which has hindered the search for better antidepressants with fewer side effects.
“Almost everything we have today is just an iteration of drugs discovered in the ’50s by accident,”
says Steven Paul, former director of the National Institute of Mental Health, now a partner with
Third Rock Ventures. “In 1993, when I left the N.I.H. and went to Lilly, there was great excitement
about these drugs. They were the most commercially successful drugs of all time, even including
the statins. Why was that? They weren’t that great. They do work somewhat. And the alternatives
are definitely not great. If you could come up with something that’s just 20 percent better than
Prozac or Cymbalta, it would be a blockbuster times 10. But right now, you see a lot of big companies getting out of this area.”

T H E M I N D F U L WAY T O
MOOD ENH ANCEMENT

FDA

OFFICIALS SAY EVALUATING DRUGS for depression is complicated
because it is a relapsing and remitting disease, meaning that it comes and goes,
even without treatment. Ketamine is particularly problematic because it has
become a popular party drug, taken for its hallucinatory effects. But what if
there were another modality to treat drug-resistant depression, one with no side effects, that did
not require regulatory approval? There is.
In a series of trials initiated in the United Kingdom and since duplicated at many sites, patients
who had failed multiple rounds of different antidepressants responded to mindfulness-based cognitive therapy (MBCT). A group intervention that lasts eight weeks, MBCT draws upon cognitive
behavioral therapy, which teaches patients to replace “errors” in thinking, such as overgeneralizing,
magnifying negatives and “catastrophizing” with more realistic and effective thoughts. It also
employs mindfulness-based stress reduction, a meditation program developed by Jon Kabat-Zinn at
the University of Massachusetts Medical School.
MBCT is not a cure, and is best begun when depression is in remission, as its developers, Mark
Williams, John Teasdale, Zindel Segal and Kabat-Zinn, caution in The Mindful Way Through Depression (Guilford 2007). But none of the drugs available today or currently under development are
cures either, and unlike them, mindfulness can be practiced for life without side effects. And while
antidepressant drugs do nothing to elevate mood in people who are not clinically depressed, mindfulness can provide an emotional lift to anyone.
In The Emotional Life of Your Brain (Hudson Street Press 2012), Professor Davidson of the University of Wisconsin-Madison and Sharon Begley describe how each of us has an emotional style,
which determines how we respond to the pleasures and vicissitudes of life. This style has six components, each of which exists along a continuum: resilience, outlook, social intuition, self-awareness,
sensitivity to context, and attention. Davidson suggests that we can adjust each of these emotional
components up or down through mindfulness work and conscious effort, despite whatever genetic
tendencies we may have toward happiness or melancholy, social skill or shyness. Using technology
such as functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI), Davidson has documented changes in brain
activity from these interventions.
These changes are promoted by “neurally-inspired behavioral interventions,” says Davidson.
“These are behavioral interventions that can potentially produce more specific effects than any
medication can. Meditation, as well as any other kind of experience that can change behavior, has to
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“Almost
everything
we have
today is just
an iteration
of drugs
discovered
in the ’50s by
accident.”
—Steven Paul
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change the brain. These changes are both functional and structural. The implication of this work is
we can take some responsibility and potentially push the brain in more positive directions.”
Were such results confined to Davidson’s lab, they would still be remarkable. But together with
the work of Kabat-Zinn and Daniel Goleman, author of Emotional Intelligence, Davidson’s studies
inspired a young Google engineer, Chade-Meng Tan, to develop a program to improve emotional
intelligence there. As Meng writes in Search Inside Yourself (Harper One 2012): “Essentially, because
emotion has such a strong physiological component, we cannot develop emotional intelligence
unless we operate at the level of physiology. That is why we direct our mindfulness there.” So successful has Search Inside Yourself been at Google that Meng and his colleagues now offer it broadly,
in a traveling series of classes.
There’s one problem with mindfulness meditation, which generally starts
with focusing your undivided attention
on your breathing. It’s really hard to do,
as this author has discovered firsthand.
Left to its own devices, the mind goes
everywhere at once.
“That’s where most people typically
start,” Davidson tells me. “And it’s
great that you actually noticed that
your mind is all over the place. That is
—Jon Kabat-Zinn, Daniel Goleman
actually the first step of awareness.
It’s important to start with very short
periods of practice, even as short as two minutes, and do that a few times a day, and gradually the
mind will begin to settle. I believe that will take time. The notion of asking people to sit for half an
hour the first time is wrong. Two minutes is much more doable and doesn’t set them up to fail.”

“We cannot develop emotional
intelligence unless we operate
at the level of physiology.
That is why we direct our
mindfulness there.”

E
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RUNNING TO H APPINESS
XERCISE, IT SEEMS, IS THE CURE FOR ALL ILLS. So many books and articles now tout
exercise as the prevention or treatment for so many diseases that it’s hard to hear the signal for the
noise. But it turns out that aerobic exercise is indeed one of the most empirically well-documented
methods to increase neuroplasticity, the ability of the brain to change in sustainable ways. Whether
that change will necessarily be for the better is open to question, but a growing body of evidence
suggests that in regard to mood, the answer is positive. The improvement is often immediate.
Much of the writing about exercise comes from authors with rather scant medical credentials,
but an exception is Spark: The Revolutionary New Science of Exercise and the Brain, by John J. Ratey,
M.D. (Hachette 2008). Ratey, an avid runner, is also a practicing clinical psychiatrist and professor
at Harvard Medical School.
Ratey’s premise is that exercise’s feel-good effect is much more profound than burning off stress
or boosting endorphins, the chemicals behind the so-called runner’s high. “The real reason we feel
so good when we get our blood pumping is that it makes the brain function at its best,” he writes.
“In my view, this benefit of physical activity is far more important — and fascinating — than what it
does for the body. Building muscles and conditioning the heart and lungs are essentially side effects.
I often tell my patients that the point of exercise is to build and condition the brain.”
Most of human evolution took place during the hunter-gatherer period, where daily
movement was crucial to acquiring sustenance and escaping predators, but today’s world of
technology, and easy access to calories encourages sedentary behavior. Much as our doctors
encourage us to exercise, it’s easier not to, and most people don’t. This idleness is a disruption of

“In addition to
the epidemics
of obesity,
diabetes and
heart disease,
inactivity is
killing our
brains. Literally
shriveling
them.” —John J. Ratey

our nature, Ratey argues, and poses a threat to our survival. In addition to
the epidemics of obesity, diabetes and heart disease, inactivity is killing our
brains, he writes, literally shriveling them.
Like Davidson, Ratey has done the lab work to prove his thesis, though
in his case he is more often measuring physical evidence, like the presence
of chemical neurotransmitters or the size of brain components, in research
animals, rather than monitoring electrical activity in human brains. Yet
his findings are equally remarkable. “It turns out that moving our muscles
produces proteins that travel through the bloodstream and into the brain,
where they play pivotal roles in the mechanisms of our highest thought
processes,” he writes.
Outside the lab, as a practicing psychiatrist, Ratey works with patients suffering from anxiety,
depression, attention-deficit disorder and age-related memory loss. In each of these pathologies, he
has used an exercise regimen to bring significant relief, even after prescription drugs have failed.
Moreover, he has been able to document specific molecules that modulate symptoms. One of them is
atrial natriuretic peptide, or ANP, which is secreted by heart muscles during exercise, travels through
the blood-brain barrier and dampens the sympathetic nervous system’s response to alleviate anxiety.
Keep in mind that Ratey’s exercise prescription is not the gentle walking recommended by
government health advocates in the vain hope of getting dedicated couch potatoes on their feet.
He’s talking about serious sustained aerobic activity. That means running, cycling or working
out at a level that raises the heartbeat to 70 to 85 percent of its maximum rate, for 20 to 30 minutes at a time, every day of the week.
The good news is that while it may be hard to get started, such a workout rapidly becomes a
habit. Is aerobic exercise addictive? Maybe so, if the growing popularity of distance running and
hyper-intense workout programs like CrossFit is any indication. But for most of us, daily vigorous
exercise does nothing but good, and again, in this author’s experience, it will make you happier.

T

MI XING MODALIT IES
FOR BEST OUTCOMES
HERE ARE OF COURSE M ANY PEOPLE WHO meditate and exercise with equal
devotion, and it is easy to imagine that they enjoy a particularly serene equanimity. Positive
psychology, the discipline of learned optimism popularized by University of Pennsylvania
psychologist Martin Seligman, makes no claim of changing brain activity, structure or chemical
balance, but surely its recommended conscious acts of generosity and gratitude are compatible
with and complementary to a mindfulness practice. Might true happiness be found mixing up all
of these non-pharmaceutical medicines?
“One of the intriguing possibilities is, if you increase plasticity through exercise, it may
only be beneficial if we accompany that plasticity with positive mental behavior,” says Professor Davidson. “If you engage in aerobic activity and do it at the same time that you’re filling
your mind with positive thoughts, that may be especially beneficial. But that has never been
tested. It’s pure speculation.” 
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THE METRICS OF HAPPINESS
STORY BY GLENN RIFKIN
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It’s time to pay attention
to the quest for happiness.
What was once dismissed
as a search for psychological
gold at the end of a rainbow
has now become serious.
In an increasingly troubled
and chaotic world, entire
nations are beginning
to embrace the idea that
human happiness and
well-being are more
important than money in
creating a desirable and
sustainable future. And this
is what Ruut Veenhoven has
been saying for the
past four decades.
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THE METRICS OF HAPPINESS

eenhoven, now a
professor emeritus at
Erasmus University in
Rotterdam, spent his
college years in the
Netherlands studying
sociology in the 1960s.
During that turbulent
era, social upheaval
around the world —
including riots, campus
unrest and labor
strikes — created a
fascinating petri dish
for Veenhoven, who was
particularly interested
in what made for a good
society. The debate
centered on wealth and
well-being, ambiguous
concepts that pitted
liberal and conservative
thinkers against one
another.
32

In this maelstrom of new thinking,
Veenhoven decided that a good society was one in
which people live long and happy lives. He defined
happiness as the subjective enjoyment of life, the
self-reported sense of well-being and satisfaction.
He wondered: How happy were people in places
like Russia and Cuba, the countries from which
his increasingly leftist fellow students believed a
new society would emerge? At home in Holland,
a country with plenty of wealth but not enough
well-being, Veenhoven was intrigued by the root
causes of happiness and its impact on society.
In the Middle Ages, he noted, it was widely
believed that happiness was not possible in
earthly life after man had been expelled from the
Garden of Eden. The basis of morality was the
word of God. Over the next centuries and into
the Enlightenment, the idea began to emerge that
happiness and morality might co-exist for the
greater good.
Veenhoven looked to 18th-century British

“I focus on the particular kind of subjective well-being,
which is the enjoyment of your life as a whole.”
—RUUT VEENHOVEN
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philosopher and social reformer Jeremy Bentham,
the founder of modern utilitarianism, who advocated for individual and economic freedom, the
separation of church and state, freedom of expression, the abolition of slavery and the elimination
of the death penalty. Bentham argued that the
moral quality of action should be judged by its
consequences in terms of human happiness . He
suggested that society should aim at “the greatest
happiness for the greatest number,” a principle
that was well-known but seldom put into practice.
His interest now triggered, Veenhoven wrote
a paper on the social conditions of human happiness that was published in a sociology journal
and gained him significant attention. Skeptics in
the sociology department scoffed at the notion
that happiness could ever be measured or tested
by science, but Veenhoven was undaunted. Thus
began an academic career that led to, among
other things, the creation of the field of positive psychology by such luminaries as Martin

Seligman at the University of Pennsylvania and
Ed Diener at the University of Illinois. In 1984,
for his doctoral dissertation, Veenhoven published his book, Conditions of Happiness, which
became the basis for the World Database of Happiness, a collection of happiness research from
around the globe that Veenhoven continues to
oversee from the Erasmus Happiness Economics
Research Organization.
Veenhoven acknowledges the debates within
the field about the definition of terms such as
“well-being,” “thriving” and “flourishing.” He is
aware that Seligman has disavowed the word
“happiness” because he believes it connotes little
more than a cheerful mood. Seligman said he
focuses on “well-being” because it is a construct
that can be measured. Nonetheless, Veenhoven
believes his definition offers a valuable basis for
considering the impact of happiness not just in
the abstract but in the creation of public and economic policy. A “confusion of tongues” about the
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word “happiness” doesn’t mean that no “substantive meaning can be defined,” he wrote.
“I focus on the particular kind of subjective
well-being, which is the enjoyment of your life as
a whole,” he explained. And with his World Database of Happiness, he believes that happiness can
be gauged through the aggregation of hundreds of
life satisfaction surveys that measure this subjective point of view.
During the past decade, surveys have begun
to measure how entire countries stack up on a
happiness scale. These surveys have offered some
surprising results, including the fact that the U.S.,
among the world’s richest nations, doesn’t crack
the top 10 happiest countries on any of the lists.
On one key point, Veenhoven and Seligman
agree. “You can theoretically enjoy life while living

much happier than its income suggests. What these
places have in abundance that other places lack gives
us clues about what well-being really is.”
Seligman believes that gross domestic product
should no longer be the only measure for how well a
nation is doing, a notion made official in the Himalayan nation of Bhutan.
In 1972, when Bhutan’s Dragon King Jigme Singye
Wangchuck signaled a desire and commitment
to build an economy based not on gross national
product (gross domestic product plus net income
from a nation’s assets abroad) but on “gross national
happiness” and the Buddhist spiritual values inherent
in Bhutan’s culture, some cynics snickered. But they
are not laughing anymore.
Bhutan’s GNH index, which became official in
2008 with the adoption of the country’s new consti-

“Colombia, Mexico, Guatemala and the other
Latin American countries are a lot happier than they should be,
given their low gross domestic product. The entire ex-Communist
bloc is much unhappier than it should be, given its GDP...
What these places have in abundance that other places lack
gives us clues about what well-being really is.”
—MARTIN SELIGMAN

in very bad conditions,” Veenhoven said. Indeed,
this theory is borne out by the increasing awareness of the paradoxes yielded by the global surveys
about life satisfaction and happiness.
“When life satisfaction is plotted against income, some very instructive anomalies appear —
anomalies that give us hints about what the good
life is beyond income,” Seligman writes in his 2011
book Flourish. “Colombia, Mexico, Guatemala
and the other Latin American countries are a lot
happier than they should be, given their low gross
domestic product. The entire ex-Communist bloc
is much unhappier than it should be, given its
GDP. Denmark, Switzerland and Iceland, near the
top in income, are even happier than their high
GDP warrants. Poor people in Calcutta are much
happier than poor people in San Diego. Utah is
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tution, is a multidimensional measure aimed at
orienting the citizens and the nation toward happiness, primarily by improving the conditions of
“not-yet-happy” people, as the government pointed
out. Government policy is based on raising living
standards and educational opportunities for the
rural poor and improving cultural and psychological well-being for urban dwellers.
Former Prime Minister Jigme Thinley said,
“The time has come for global action to build
a new world economic system that is no longer
based on the illusion that limitless growth is possible on our precious and finite planet or that endless material gain promotes well-being. Instead,
it will be a system that promotes harmony and
respect for nature and each other, that respects
our ancient wisdom and traditions, that protects

SOME NATIONS
NEED CHEERING UP

Benin
3.0
Scale from 1 to 10

Burundi
2.9
Scale from 1 to 10

Tanzania
2.8
Scale from 1 to 10

Bottom 5 of 149 nations (2000-2009)

our most vulnerable people as our own family, and
that gives us time to live and enjoy our lives and to
appreciate rather than destroy our world. It will be
an economic system, in short, that is fully sustainable and that is rooted in true, abiding well-being
and happiness.”
Bhutan is no longer alone in this pursuit of
happiness. The movement is spreading. In 2011,
the United Nations passed a unanimous declaration urging member nations to place “the pursuit
of happiness” rather than economic growth at the
forefront of their developmental agendas and to
find ways to measure their success.
In the United States, a nation founded on the
principle that all men have the inalienable right
to life and liberty, the federal government has
finally begun to get serious about the “pursuit of
happiness.” In 2012, the Department of Health and
Human Services set up a panel of experts in psychology and economics, including Nobel laureate
Daniel Kahneman, to define reliable measures of
“subjective well-being, which may well become
official government statistics.”
In 2009, French President Nicolas Sarkozy
announced a “revolutionary” plan to make joy and
well-being the key indicators of growth rather
than measures like GDP. The new assessment
will be based on figures relating to such measures
as work-life balance, recycling, household chores
and levels of traffic congestion. Sarkozy asked two
Nobel Prize-winning economists — Joseph Stiglitz
of Columbia University and India’s Armatya
Sen — to help develop the new measures.
The United Kingdom had its inaugural Action
for Happiness Day on March 20, 2013, and Prime
Minister David Cameron announced that the U.K.
would begin to publish a happiness index.
Not surprisingly, skeptics abound, and they
raise questions about whether or not happiness
can be accurately measured, and, more importantly, whether happiness can be increased across
entire populations. Are we simply born happy or
unhappy? Can happiness be sustained or does it
shift or dissipate over time? For Veenhoven, the
data overwhelm these objections. The inherent
“inaccuracies,” he says, are “not a problem if you
compare big numbers of respondents, such as
when you are comparing countries. Then the
inaccuracies balance out.” 

One of the world’s poorest regions,
Africa, includes the bottom 5 nations
as ranked by the World Database
of Happiness.

Togo
2.6
Scale from 1 to 10
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IN

a world that enjoys rankings,
it is not surprising that a
spate of global surveys has
emerged in recent years to measure
happiness. The Legatum Prosperity
Index in London is a compendium
of 142 countries that gauges global
wealth and well-being. Professor
Ruut Veenhoven’s World Database
of Happiness offered its most recent
findings in 2012. The list is based on
surveys asking questions such as “How
much do you enjoy life? How positive
do you feel about the future? Do you
feel generally content?”

Costa Rica abolished
its military army in
1949 and has plans
to become the first
carbon-neutral
country by 2021.
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The Legatum Prosperity Index

1

Costa Rica

2

Denmark

3

Iceland

4

Switzerland

5

Norway

6

Finland

7

Mexico

8

Sweden

9

Canada

10

Panama

No. 1: Denmark
The country of Denmark often takes the top spot when
rated for happiness. Experts cite good health care, gender
equality and even bike riding as some reasons why.

THE UNITED NATIONS first
published its World Happiness
Report in 2013. Based on Gallup
surveys of people in more than
150 countries, the 2013 report
identified the five nations with
the highest levels of happiness:

1
2
3
4
5

Denmark
Norway
Switzerland
The Netherlands
Sweden

Gallup published its own survey of positive emotions in 138 countries. Gallup asked its
poll subjects whether they had experienced certain positive feelings the previous day. The
results, which Gallup dubbed the Positive Experience Index, revealed that 10 out
of the top 11 respondents were in Latin America. Given the widespread poverty in these
nations, the results are surprising to some. But Gallup reasoned that the high scores reflect
a cultural tendency in the region to focus on family, friends and the positives in life.
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Paraguay 1
Panama 2
Guatemala 3
Nicaragua 4
Educador 5
Costa Rica 6
Colombia 7
Denmark 8
Honduras 9
Venezuela 10
El Salvador 11
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GROSS
NATIONAL
HAPPINESS INDEX
Lessons
from
Bhutan
The vast
majority of
Bhutan’s
people
consider
themselves
happy.
The formula for increasing
happiness will vary from nation
to nation, but the framework will
be similar. In fact, Bhutan, the
tiny Himalayan kingdom with
fewer than 750,000 inhabitants,
can serve as a useful template
for other nations seeking ways to
foster happiness through policy
action. The Center for Bhutan
Studies published a detailed
report on Bhutan’s efforts to
make “gross national happiness”
(GNH) a reality and offered up
some governmental options.
Westerners might imagine
Bhutan as a real-life Shangri-La
— the inaccessible mountain

utopia in James Hilton’s 1933
novel Lost Horizon — but in fact,
it has it has its share of worldly
problems, including poverty,
crime, gangs, violence and
economic challenges.
Nonetheless, a vast majority
of Bhutan’s people consider
themselves happy, and the
government is seriously
devoted to raising the level
of contentment for everyone.
According to the report from
the Center for Bhutan Studies,
GNH can be raised in two ways:
increasing the percentage of
happy people or “decreasing the
insufficient conditions” of the
unhappy. What seems common
sense actually requires careful
planning on a national scope,
and in Bhutan, the government
had greater incentive to focus on
decreasing the insufficiencies of
the “not-yet-happy.”
“We have now clearly
distinguished the ‘happiness’
in GNH from the fleeting,
pleasurable ‘feel good’ moods
so often associated with that
term,” wrote Karma Ura, the
president of the Center for
Bhutan Studies. “We know
that true abiding happiness
cannot exist while others suffer,
and comes only from serving
others, living in harmony with
nature, and realizing our innate
wisdom.”
In order to create effective
policy, the government
needed to understand the
specific problems that cause
unhappiness. The report
broke down the issue into
nine domains such as living

standards, psychological wellbeing, time use, education and
health. Under those headings
were 33 key indicators of what
the unhappy were lacking.
Those who achieve sufficiency
in less than half the domains
are considered unhappy. In
2010, that translated into 10.4
percent of Bhutanese. That low
number reflects the policies
put in place over the past two
decades, even before GNH
became the official measure
of the nation’s economic wellbeing. During that time, healthcare efforts have resulted in the
doubling of life expectancy. A
focus on education turned into
enrollment of nearly 100 percent
of the nation’s children in
primary school. And in an effort
to sustain its pristine Himalayan
beauty, the government
instituted an environmental
policy that ensures that it will
remain carbon-neutral and
that at least 60 percent of its
landmass will remain under
forest cover in perpetuity. In
addition, export logging has
been banned, and a monthly
pedestrian day barring all
private vehicles from Bhutan’s
roads has been instituted.
Most importantly, Bhutan
acknowledged that the
government alone cannot be
responsible for increasing
national happiness. An effective
GNH requires everyone, from
civil servants to business leaders
and private citizens, to ask how
they can help. The index must be
seen as a public good. — G.R.

9 measures
of happiness
according
to Bhutan
Psychological Well-being
Life satisfaction
Positive emotions
Negative emotions
Spirituality

Health
Mental health
Self-reported health status
Healthy days
Disability

Time Use
Work
Sleep

Education
Literacy
Schooling
Knowledge
Value

Cultural Diversity & Resilience
Speak native language
Cultural participation
Artistic skills

Good Governance
Government performance
Fundamental rights
Services
Political participation

Community Vitality
Donations (time & money)
Community relationship
Family
Safety

Ecological Diversity
& Resilience
Ecological issues
Responsibility toward environment
Wildlife damage (rural)
Urbanization issues

Living Standards
Assets
Housing
Household per capita income
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Flamson and Barrett argue, is
an efficient way for like-minded
people to figure out who knows
what. When we say, “you had to
be there” to “get” a joke, we’re
alluding to this effect: Humor
sorts people into those who have
some shared information (they’re
the ones laughing) and those
who don’t. This is one reason why
jokes work in one company, culture or country, but fall on their
face in another.
So when we say “you have to understand x” in order to “get” some
comedian’s humor, we’re acknowledging that the surface of the joke,
the actual words and images, are
not the important message. To
enjoy the humor, you need background knowledge. In other words,
a joke, Flamson saw, has the same
information architecture as a code.
The sender’s explicit message says
little of importance. But when the
receiver applies his “key” — information he shares with the teller
and the people who are laughing
— then he can appreciate the real
point. You “get” a joke the way
you decipher a secret message.
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Humor, Flamson argues, evolved as a way for
human beings to find allies and collaborators. A funny
remark that gets a laugh, Flamson and Barrett wrote
in an influential paper published in 2008 in the Journal
of Evolutionary Psychology, “functions as an honest
signal of the fact of common knowledge, attitudes and
preferences.” When you laugh at an “inside” joke, it’s
like being a member of an exclusive club.
Humor is as close as we get to an “honest signaling
mechanism.” It’s very hard to fake “getting” a joke.
People who are laughing together at a funny remark
can be assured that they share information — not just
facts like the dictator’s name and country, but experiences and emotions that reveal what that dictator
means to those hearing the joke.
In their experiment, Flamson and Barrett gave
some of their volunteers a version of the dictator
joke much like the one with which I began this essay.
Others, though, received a version that carefully explained who Saddam was, why he needed body doubles
— and even why it mattered to his doubles if he lost
an arm. The researchers asked volunteers to rate how
funny they found a series of jokes, all of which came in
“normal” and “full-information” versions.
The findings: People enjoyed jokes more when they
already had the key information needed to understand
them. And this effect was much more pronounced
with the normal (what the researchers called “high encryption”) jokes than it was for the jokes that explained
themselves. In other words, the ability to decode a
joke’s social message was a reliable predictor of how
much hearers would like it.
Flamson and Barrett’s theory goes a long way
toward explaining why, though they might seem
antagonistic, humorists and leaders have a magnetic
pull for one another, from King Lear and his Fool
to the interaction of U.S. presidents and comedians
every year at the White House Correspondents’
Dinner. Coded speech — to say one thing literally
while at the same time getting your audience to feel
that your “true” message is about the kind of people
they are — is the work of leaders and of comics.
Both occupations involve convincing listeners that
they’re aligned with others, by artfully shaping their
beliefs about who they are and persuading them to
laugh and think and act together.
There’s little doubt that laughter can bring people
together and make them more open to one another’s
thoughts, feelings and values. This is why some animal
behaviorists think that laughter evolved from the

noises animals make when they are mobbing another
animal — predator, prey or enemy.
“After 10 years of research on this little-studied
topic,” the neuroscientist Robert Provine wrote in
Laughter: A Scientific Investigation, “I concluded that
laughter is primarily a social vocalization that binds
people together. It is a hidden language that we all
speak.” When we laugh, we are responding to cues
that tell us who is together with us and who isn’t. The
trouble is, those cues are shifty. As many of us know,
listeners can go from laughing with you to laughing at
you quite quickly.
Laughter is a behavior humans share with other
mammals to some degree. (Chimpanzees and even
rats are known to indulge in it.) But humor — the
deliberate quest, through words and images, to induce
laughter — is distinctly human. One reason is that it
requires cultural knowledge to appreciate. That adds

... laughter can bring people
together and make them
more open to one another ...
another layer of highly volatile information to the
already unstable mix that is shared laughter. So while
humor can make work lighter and lift morale, it can
also undermine leaders and their goals. The wrong
kind of laughter can shatter an initiative, fuel resentment and pit people against one another.
Of course, there is an important difference between
the audience for a standup routine and the recipient
of a classic code message. In the case of a code, the
message is fixed and unchangeable. The sender created
it, and the receiver will reproduce it using the key.
Comedy and leadership, however, involve a much more
dynamic process.
Part of the genius of comedy is that is does not just
appeal to shared knowledge — it also creates shared
knowledge. First, if a comic is “cool,” then any audience
member who doesn’t “get it” is motivated to fill in what
they’re missing. Recipients in these circumstances don’t
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just say, “Oh, well, I don’t see what’s so funny.” Instead,
they eagerly seek out the information — facts, attitudes, opinions — that will “let them in on the joke.”
Second, and more subtly, a humorist gets an audience to see what they already know in a new way.
Rather than just referencing information the audience
already has, comics get their listeners to see that information in a new light.
Consider this joke told in wartime: “A dictator
visits a lunatic asylum. The patients line up and give
him a big, over-the-top salute. As the dictator passes
down the line, he comes across a woman who
isn’t saluting.
‘Why aren’t you saluting like the others?’
the dictator barks.
‘Sir, I’m the nurse,’ comes the answer.
‘I’m not crazy!’”
The joke didn’t just summon up awareness of
the ubiquity of the cult around dictators. It recast
that knowledge: Instead of being a part of the
background of daily life or a natural reverence
for a “superhuman” leader, the act of saluting a
dictator was recategorized as deranged behavior.
This is the creative power of humor, which
isn’t quite captured by a model that depicts it
as a code. Codes don’t change the information
they convey. Humor often does, making people
think about things in new ways. This is part
of the reason authoritarian regimes punish
“innocent” jokes.
This transformative power of humor can
accelerate positive social change. A certain
kind of humor, for example, has helped spur
the progress of diversity in the international
corporate world.
The history of “mainstream” humor about Native
Americans offers a clear example. In the first half of
the past century, “American Indians” in American
and European popular culture wore feathers, held
up their palms and said “how” to greet others, and
whooped when they went on the “warpath,” which
was often. In 1933, there was no popular uproar when
a football team was named the Boston Redskins. (The
team plays on today as the Washington Redskins, but
in 2014 it seems unlikely that this name will endure
much longer.)
It is easy to claim that this kind of casual racism
is a thing of the past. But a quick jaunt through the
world of comments on Web sites will show that this
isn’t the case. Racist attitudes toward Native Americans are still around and are being expressed in 2014.
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What has changed, though, is the valence of
social support. The code of American Indian jokes
75 years ago was that “we,” the joke-teller and the
hearers, all “knew” that Native Americans were silly
and primitive. Then, comedians began to shift the
meanings of the jokes.
For decades, Native American characters in
American movies had been played by white actors
(“Chuck Connors as Geronimo! That’s like Adam
Sandler as Malcolm X!,” as the American Indian
comedian Charlie Hill puts it). Then humorists took
that once-standard Hollywood stereotype and made
it ridiculous. In Mel Brooks’s 1974 Blazing Saddles,
the Indian warriors are still played by white actors,

...People enjoyed jokes
more when they already
had the key information
needed to understand them.
but they speak Yiddish. The
“key” to this code is knowing
that what was once an acceptable practice (white actors cast as
Native Americans) was in fact as
absurd as writing a script in which
the “Indians” speak Yiddish. It’s
no longer Native Americans who
are ignorant and “uncool.” Instead,
the old-school Hollywood “squares”
who stereotyped them are now the
laughing stock.
Should we conclude then that skillfully guided laughter always helps to
bring people out of their preconceptions
and promote diversity? If we do, we are a
few sandwiches short of a picnic. There
is no inevitable direction or trend toward
greater social harmony in the effects of
humor. Humorists can switch the codes
just as easily in the opposite direction.
Consider the case of a French comedian
named Dieudonné M’bala M’bala. A gifted
mimic and impressionist, Dieudonné, whose
father was from Cameroon and whose mother was
from Brittany, began his career performing with a
Jewish friend named Élie Semoun. The two made jokes
about blacks and Jews and whites, mocking the famous.
The pair caught on in 1990s France, as Alexander
Stille wrote this year, because “their routine seemed
to offer the possibility of dealing more freely with cultural and ethnic difference.” That possibility did not
stem from a new message. In fact, the men traded in
conventional phrases. It was, rather, that they offered
a new key — a way of interpreting racist invective,

as neither acceptable nor a solemn pathology, but as a
joke. “We would insult each other on stage,” Semoun
told an interviewer in 2010, “and it was obvious that it
wasn’t to be taken at face value.”
Dieudonné and Semoun thus developed a reputation
as anti-racist progressives, whose humor helped tolerant
people find one another and encouraged less-tolerant
people to join their more open-minded fellow citizens.
However, as the 1990s turned into the 2000s, the
code in Dieudonné’s routines shifted when he went
out on his own. He stopped sending the message that
anti-Semitic phrases were for the “uncool” and unenlightened. Instead, he began to say the opposite. He
was addressing a different “club.”
In a few years, Dieudonné established himself as
the spokesman of those who feel disrespected and
ignored by France’s comfortable political establishment. Some of Dieudonné’s fans are the children of
immigrants, as is he. Others are middle-class and
working-class French citizens who feel as if they aren’t
heard in the Eurozone. The angry children of immigrants and the angry children of conservative whites
might have in common a sense of being left out, unnoticed and snubbed. Dieudonné spoke to that, as well
as another resentment shared by both groups: antiSemitism. The “club” Dieudonné had joined was an
angry group, and Dieudonné exploited that bitterness.
As ever, fights about humor are fights about the
code you use to understand why it is funny — which
are also the codes you use to understand who you see
as “us” and who you see as “them.” Which is why when
a speaker is at the lectern, humor — one of the most
powerful tools for opening minds and bringing people
together — can also be one of the most powerful tools
for closing minds and tearing people apart. 
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S PA R K S E R I O U S P R O D U C T I V I T Y
you are looking for a great
corned beef sandwich 600
miles west of New York City,
your best bet is Zingerman’s
Deli in Ann Arbor, Mich. Since
Zingerman’s was founded in 1982 by
Ari Weinzweig and Paul Saginaw,
a pair of iconoclastic foodies who
met while working at an Ann Arbor
restaurant and kibitzed about making
the perfect corned beef sandwich,
the business has grown into far more
than a popular local eatery.
Today Zingerman’s Community of
Businesses is a $50 million group of
nine food-related businesses with 650
employees, all in Ann Arbor and still
run by Weinzweig and Saginaw. And
while its gustatory accomplishments
are a major draw, Zingerman’s
business model has become the stuff
of legend, B-school case studies and
consulting firm dreams.
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VER ITS 32 YEARS OF
operation, Zingerman’s
has become revered for
its happy, dedicated and
highly productive workers
whose positive attitudes
are celebrated by their bosses as
well as Zingerman’s customers.
In 2003, Inc. Magazine labeled it
“the coolest small company in
America,” and its reputation has
spread far beyond Ann Arbor.
Weinzweig, a Russian history
major at Michigan who refers to
himself as a “lapsed anarchist,” has
published three business books, all
based on Zingerman’s formula for
success. Though he acknowledges
that his employees are happy, he
says that was not the goal.
“It’s not like we focus on
keeping the employees happy,”
Weinzweig said. “It’s our belief that
when people feel good about themselves and about their work, the
quality of everything will go up. It’s
iterative. It’s more of a commitment
to help everybody in the organization get to greatness. And when
they feel better, they have higher
odds of getting to greatness.”
Zingerman’s management
philosophy is built upon a holistic
approach to life and business.
Weinzweig calls it “the natural laws
of business,” and it is about more
than putting foosball games and
M&M’s in the break room. For example, Zingerman’s implemented
an open-book management process
for all employees to track financial
results, keep score and understand
the economics of the business.
Along with that, employees
track food quality measures and
customer satisfaction. Workers
compete in “fun” activities, including games designed to improve
customer service. Employees are
taught self-management and how

to negotiate as equals in a caring
manner. Every meeting ends with
“appreciations” in which attending
employees have a chance to relate
some positive news or action
they’ve witnessed. So successful
were Zingerman’s concepts that
the company opened its own consulting business called ZingTrain in
1994. Over the past 20 years, thousands of wisdom-seekers from all
kinds of businesses have flocked to
Ann Arbor to hear Weinzweig and
Saginaw and a trained staff share
Zingerman’s “vision of greatness.”

“

If you infuse
fun into the work
environment,
you will have
more engaged
employees, greater
job satisfaction,
increased
productivity...

”

— STACY SULLIVAN
GOOGLE’S CHIEF CULTURE OFFICER

Employees have also taken advantage of ZingTrain’s curriculum,
and according to Inc., it has had
a huge effect. “Employees who
took the courses were challenged
to wrestle with management
philosophy in all its complexity,”
Inc. said. “As people were baking
bread, selling cheese or making
gelato, they were also studying
business, not to mention history
and sociology of food. The result
was a culture both intellectually
stimulating and unifying.”
By putting such emphasis on
its employees, Zingerman’s accomplished an enviable level of

productivity, far more than
just serving customers and
generating profits. According
to Gretchen Spreitzer, a
professor of management and
organizations at the University
of Michigan, the two founders
decided from the outset to stay in
Ann Arbor, not create a chain or
franchise, and allow the business
to grow locally and organically.
Among the factors that keep
employees happy is the entrepreneurial atmosphere that encourages workers to think big.
“By empowering employees to
come up with what the new businesses should be, they started with
a deli and then created a bakery, a
creamery, a candy maker, a coffee
roaster, a roadhouse restaurant
and a highly successful mail-order
business,” Spreitzer said. “They
have nine different businesses, and
each is run by a different partner
who was an employee with an
idea. Not every idea is a success,
but they’ve really empowered the
employees to figure out what the
future of the organization is.”

31
%
37
%
40
%

MORE
PRODUCTIVE

HIGHER
SALES

MORE
PROMOTABLE

/ According to Shawn Achor,
CEO of GoodThink Inc.
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That, by any name, is serious
productivity. And in the burgeoning world of positive psychology, a field in which the study
of happiness has matured from a
New Age, crunchy-granola conversation into a serious economic and
organizational discipline, the evidence of the payback has become
overwhelming.
Ask Shawn Achor, a former
Harvard professor who helped develop and teach a course on happiness that became the most popular
class on campus. Achor, founder
and CEO of GoodThink Inc., a
consulting firm in Cambridge,
Mass., has no doubt that happiness
is a business driver.
“Happier employees are
31 percent more productive, have
37 percent higher sales, and based
on my own research, have a 40 percent higher likelihood of getting
promoted,” Achor said. “Happiness
fuels success.”
Achor is aware that the term
“happiness” is controversial in the
field of positive psychology. Martin
Seligman, the University of Pennsylvania psychology professor who
is credited with the creation of the
academic discipline, has been outspoken in his disdain for the word,
claiming it is an overused term that
“under explains” the concept. The
modern ear, he says, “immediately
hears the word ‘happy’ to mean
buoyant mood, merriment, good
cheer and smiling.” Seligman prefers the term “flourishing” to serve
as a more illustrative sobriquet, one

that incorporates well-being
and meaning in a more definitive and useful manner.
But Achor, the author of
The Happiness Advantage, believes
that “happiness” is a “loaded word,
which is why I use it.”
“The goal of my work is to help
companies redefine happiness,”
he says. “Happiness is not mere
pleasure but rather the joy we feel
striving toward our potential.
Happiness should be sustainable
even if things are unpleasant, and
it should be linked with growth,
because stagnation prevents us
from sustaining happiness.”
Achor consults with large corporations on changing behavior and
increasing productivity through
positive initiatives. At UBS, for example, Achor, along with two Yale
researchers, focused on changing
the way employees perceived stress,
from a negative to a positive. According to Achor, when workers
viewed stress as “enhancing”
instead of “debilitating,” there
was a 23 percent drop in stressrelated symptoms such as fatigue,
headaches and backaches, and a
significant increase in productivity
and self-reported happiness.
Achor also led a team that
brought positive psychology
training to Nationwide, the
insurance giant. Working with
Insurance Intermediaries Inc.
(III), a wholly owned subsidiary
of Nationwide, Achor and his
team initiated a training program

he calls the Orange Frog. “The
Orange Frog” is a parable about
embracing happiness and offers
lessons for organizations about the
adaptive and contagious nature
of being positive. At III, workers
participated in “huddles” in the
call center each day to assess productivity and mood. As part of the
process, the call center instituted
“emotion barometers” to help the
leaders know how the team was
feeling. They painted the walls
orange and put up pictures around
the building of the team wearing
orange shirts and volunteering
together. And over the past three
years, this unit has grown by a
whopping 237 percent and become
one of the most profitable and productive divisions of Nationwide.
At Google, where employee
perks such as onsite day care, dry

cleaning, oil changes and free
meals have made the Silicon Valley
campus a highly sought-after
employer, happy employees have
driven the company’s market value
into the stratosphere. Google is
now the world’s second-mostvaluable company with a market
capitalization of $391 billion,
second only to Exxon-Mobil.
“If you infuse fun into the work
environment, you will have moreengaged employees, greater job
satisfaction, increased productivity
and a brighter place to be,” Stacy
Sullivan, Google’s chief culture
officer told Forbes magazine. The
long list of perquisites is designed
to save Google employees time and
add to a healthy work-life balance.
Achor echoes one of the key
counterintuitive tenets of positive
psychology: that conventional
wisdom errs in suggesting that if
we work harder, we will become
more successful, and if we are
more successful, we will be happy.
In fact, Achor says, the cause and
effect are reversed: It is a positive
outlook, an embrace of a happy
life, which fuels success, not the
other way around.

Happiness Runs

T

HOUGH WELL-BEING
and happiness in individuals have been the
subjects of vast numbers
of academic studies and
thousands of self-help books, organizational happiness is relatively
neglected in research, according
to Ruut Veenhoven. An emeritus
professor at Erasmus University
in Rotterdam, the Netherlands,
Veenhoven spent the past four
decades studying the conditions of
happiness. He initiated the World
Database of Happiness to measure
how nations rank in terms of subjective feelings of happiness.
According to Veenhoven, traditional thinking deems that work
typically adds to the enjoyment
of life, or at least it should. In the
past, Veenhoven pointed out, the
general belief was that employees
worked in order to be happy when
they were done working. During
work time, they would suffer.
“That was in the bad old days,”
Veenhoven said. “In present-day
society, the quality of work is typically high, and people are happier
when they have work than when
they do not.”
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That isn’t to say that all kinds of
work are equally rewarding. Obviously, higher-paying, challenging
jobs are likely to produce a different
psychological result than boring,
repetitive, low-paid drudgery. Most
of the research, Veenhoven said,
has focused on job satisfaction
rather than happiness or life satisfaction. What this means, he said,
is that whether life satisfaction
contributes to greater productivity
is dependent on the type of job.
“Typically, professions where
people have some control over
their own lives, which are often,
but not always well-paid, lead to
more happiness,” Veenhoven said.
“But there is a selection effect here.
Some jobs select happy people —
and happy people typically func-

KEY DRIVERS
FOR A THRIVING
WORKPLACE
tion well, are sociable, and for that
reason, they get better jobs.”
But how does all this impact
productivity? At the 12-year-old
Center for Positive Organizations
at the University of Michigan’s Ross
School of Business, Professor Spreitzer and her colleagues examine
how positive psychology affects
corporations and other institutions, and what leaders can do to
play a role in collective happiness.
Writing in the Harvard Business
Review, Spreitzer and her colleague
Christine Porath were clear:
“When the economy’s in terrible shape, when any of us is
lucky to have a job — let alone one
that’s financially and intellectually rewarding — worrying about
whether or not your employees are
happy might seem a little over the
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top. But in our research into what
makes for a consistently highperforming workforce, we’ve found
good reason to care: Over the long
term, happy employees produce
more than unhappy ones. They
routinely show up at work, they’re
less likely to quit, they go above
and beyond the call of duty, and
they attract people who are just as
committed to the job.”
The center’s mission is to help
companies change their culture,
rethink their practices and develop
their leaders in a way that creates
positive organizations.
Spreitzer’s work is based on her
version of organizational happiness, for which she uses the term
“thriving.” A thriving work force
goes beyond well-being or happi-

Providing
decisionmaking
discretion
ness; it is one in which employees
are not just satisfied and productive
but engaged in creating the future —
the company’s and their own.
Spreitzer lists four key drivers
for a thriving work force: providing
decision-making discretion;
sharing information; minimizing
incivility; and offering performance feedback.
Though these may seem mundane, organizations that make
a concerted effort to provide autonomy, that are transparent with
crucial information, that reduce
rude and demeaning behavior and
provide clear and consistent feedback are far more likely to foster a
positive work environment.
In studies conducted by the
center, employees who report
higher levels of thriving have

better job performance. “We’ve
seen that in samples of blue-collar
workers, white-collar workers,
managers and in a variety of
industries: in high tech, service
work, utility work,” Spreitzer said.
“And we’re now doing a study with
knowledge workers, and we’re
finding the same results in terms
of performance. What explains
that is that when people feel alive
and energized at work, it reduces
the potential for burnout. They
are coming to work, and work is
not a place that is depleting their
psychological resources.”
A multi-industry study of six
companies found on average that
a thriving workplace increased
performance by 16 percent. In
the current study of knowledge

Sharing
information

workers, Spreitzer focuses on highprofile consultants with the goal of
finding out how thriving impacts
productivity in high-pressure jobs.
“We’re seeing that thriving
helps buffer these consultants
from the inevitable de-energizing
relationships that often come in
that kind of high-pressure workplace, whether it’s from co-workers
or from a boss who just doesn’t get
it,” she explained. “We’re finding
that thriving moderates those deenergizing relationships at work
to increase performance. It kind of
immunizes people from the negative effects.”
The center has also looked at
the airline industry, where employees must often cope with chaotic and stressful circumstances.
Southwest Airlines and Alaska

Airlines enjoy reputations as
highly regarded workplaces.
Both are companies in which
employees are empowered to
do the right thing for customers
and where fun is a key component
of the work environment. Spreitzer
pointed out that public companies,
especially airlines, often face pressure to imitate the competition.
“Everybody is copying everything that everybody else is
doing,” she said. “And there are
organizations like Southwest
and Alaska that we call ‘positive
deviants.’ They are saying, ‘Here’s
what common sense is in the airline industry; here’s the way this
industry tends to manage,’ and
then year after year, they deviate
from that. Both are unionized

Minimizing
incivility

companies, but they are able to get
their employees to be much more
flexible over how they do their
work. They can turn those planes
around in 30 minutes. Employees
help clean the planes and jump in
wherever they are needed, even
the pilots.
“What we’re trying to do is
encourage companies to find their
own path, what will work for
them, for the kind of employees
they have, for the kind of values
they aspire to as an organization.
Don’t just try to fit in; have some
confidence to find your own path.”
At Alaska Airlines, the emphasis on employee engagement
has paid off with seven straight
annual JD Power awards for the
best customer satisfaction for a
North American airline. Given

S PA R K S E R I O U S
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where the company was a decade
ago, the airline’s turnaround is
noteworthy.
Like other carriers after 9/11,
Alaska Airlines was bleeding
money and had to consider declaring bankruptcy. Instead, the
company decided in 2003 to focus
on implementing a strategy — known
as the 2010 Plan — to become
an industry leader in safety and
compliance, ramp up customer service, become one of the best places
to work, and get profitable. The
most effective part of the plan empowered employees to suggest and
implement ideas for improvement.

Offering
performance
feedback

“We’ve worked very hard to
have a real clear, crisp strategy to
have employees fully understand
and aligned around the strategy,
engaged in their roles and in the
broader purpose of their jobs
day in and day out,” said Tammy
Young, vice president of human resources for Alaska Air Group. “The
idea was to put more decisionmaking power in the hands of our
frontline employees.”
By fostering these levels of
engagement, Alaska avoided
bankruptcy and spent the decade
improving all the crucial metrics
of its business. Along the way, employee engagement became a key
indicator of the health and happiness of the staff roster, according
to Young. “We believe that engagement is a robust indicator of a

happy work force,” she said.
“Engaged employees have
been shown to promote the
organization and its services
to others, take initiative in the
work role, have low turnover, and
to extend themselves above and
beyond on work assignments, as
well as on self-development and
workplace innovation.”
Given that 83 percent of Alaska
Airlines employees are members
of a union, one of the most important aspects of its rush to happiness was to team directly with
its labor leaders as a corporate
strategy. Alaska Airlines’ union
leaders are treated like executives
of the company, not adversaries.
There are regular and consistent
communications, meetings
and strategic alignments and a
genuine sense of partnership.
“A lot of keeping our employees happy and aligned
comes from that relationship
of mutual respect between our
executives and the union leaders,”
Young said. In addition, Alaska
Airlines is heavily focused on
productivity benchmarks, and
its strategic planning is based
on hitting key targets in all of its
operations. But instead of using
productivity numbers to punish
underachievers, Alaska uses them
as rallying points and for positive
feedback. It requires walking a
fine line and creating an environment where employees take pride
in reaching their objectives but
aren’t driven to cut corners to
make the numbers. All of this
engagement has paid off.
The airline annually surveys
its employees about their feelings
of engagement. In 2013, engagement at Alaska Air Group reached
79 percent, a 13 percent increase
since 2011, and pride in the organization jumped 10 percent to
89 percent in 2013.
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GETTING TOHAPPY

P

ROFESSOR CARY
Cooper hasn’t lived in the
U.S. since 1964. But the occupational health psychologist at Lancaster University
in the U.K. has kept a close eye on
the workplace issues in his former
home country, and what he has
seen has worried him. Starting in
the go-go 1980s, workplace stress
went through the roof as Americans
started working longer hours, job
security dissipated and the concept
of work-life balance became a
front-burner topic of conversation in
human resources departments.
Focusing on workplace factors
that affect employee health, Cooper
concluded that working long hours
increased the risk of illness. He
worried as employers in Western
Europe began to emulate the harddriving American work model. “I
became interested in this because
I could see Europe moving further
and further toward New York.”
Cooper, who co-authored WellBeing: Productivity and Happiness
at Work in 2011, is convinced that
companies that focus on employees’
well-being and health get a strong
return on their investment.
In 2008, he said, PricewaterhouseCoopers in the U.K. did a
survey of 55 companies and produced case studies on the impact of
wellness programs in these firms.
What they found was stark:
Absence due to sickness declined by
45 percent; staff turnover was
reduced 18 percent; productivity
improved 8 percent; and employee
satisfaction increased 14 percent.
Accident rates dropped 16 percent.
Cooper acknowledges that it is
difficult to measure the impact on
productivity, particularly in servicebased companies where the most
profitable work is often produced
by managers and senior executives.
“You can measure it more easily
if there’s an output,” he said. “But
even if you said to these companies,
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‘I’m sorry but I can’t measure
productivity in your organization,’
they would still do the wellness programs. The reason: They are really
worried about losing good people.”
Well-being, Cooper said, is not
just about corporate health clubs
and apples on desks. “Well-being
should be a part of the DNA of a
business,” he said. “It should be the
way they treat their employees, how
much they value them, trust them,
provide them with flexible working
arrangements, engage them, communicate with them... it’s all about
that. If you give people flexibility,
tell them when they’ve done a good
job, avoid micromanaging them,
give them autonomy, their health is
inevitably going to improve — and
if your health improves, your productivity is going to improve.”
Not every company is going to
emulate the Silicon Valley model of
catering to employee contentment.
As Zingerman’s Weinzweig pointed
out, organizations that fail to
embrace new concepts in employee
well-being “just don’t know there
is any other way.” But the door is
rapidly closing for organizations
hoping to attract the best talent if
they fail to confront the need for
happy and content employees.
Employees thrive in a Zingerman’s kind of environment “because
it’s respectful of who they are as
human beings and encourages them
to dream big and to push for greatness in all parts of their life,” Weinzweig said. The virtuous cycle, as he
refers to it, is about a life in which
the barriers between work and home
life are permeable — if people are
miserable at work, they are more
likely to be miserable at home and
in their personal life. If they feel
respected, nurtured and supported
at work, they go home “and recreate
a lot of that at home, and then if they
are happy at home, when they come
to work they are going to do better.
If energy in the environment is a
limited resource, human energy is
not. It is endlessly sustainable if we
just create healthy settings.” 

Spread
Happiness
The Happier app is an
iOS mobile application
and online community to
encourage people to collect
and share everyday happy
moments, and do more
of what makes them
happier.

HAPPY YET?
THERE’S
AN APP
FOR THAT

H

appiness is not
usually the first
emotion Nataly
Kogan feels each
morning when
she gets out of
bed. “I’m a Russian
Jew,” she said. “In my
family, without suffering,
nothing is worthwhile.”
Indeed, Kogan’s
family left Soviet Russia
in 1989 with six suitcases
and barely enough
money to survive. After
living in European
refugee camps, the
family arrived in
Michigan, where they
settled in the projects,
subsisting on welfare
and food stamps while
her parents searched
for jobs. They didn’t
speak English, and for a
14-year-old girl, it was a
traumatic experience. “It
was absolutely horrible,
just the darkest time,”
Kogan recalled. “I came
out of that with a very
strong desire to be
happy.”
Now 38, Kogan
has turned her desire
for happiness into
a business venture,
a software startup
aimed at helping users
find silver linings in
otherwise distressing

“IF EMPLOYEES HAVE A MORE POSITIVE
MINDSET, THEY ARE ANYWHERE FROM 10 TO
15 PERCENT MORE PRODUCTIVE AT WORK.”
NATALY KOGAN, CHIEF HAPPINESS OF F ICER
circumstances. In
fact, the company is
called Happier, and
its first product was
a free mobile app
that downloads to a
smartphone and acts
as a daily guide to
experiencing gratitude
for something positive
in life, regardless of how
small and insignificant
it might be. Recently,
Happier started offering
online courses in
gratitude, meditation
and yoga.
“When people use
Happier, what it really
does is help them look
for the positives in
their life even while
their brains naturally
tend to look for the
negative, for danger,

for difficult things,”
Kogan explained. “You
can actually retrain your
brain and make it focus
on positive experiences,
and that leads to more
positive experiences.”
For now, most of
the app’s users are
individuals pursuing
their own happiness,
but Kogan is looking for
larger clients, such as
corporations. She has
spoken at companies
like Gillette and Gap and
has been approached
by dozens of other
organizations hoping
to incorporate the
Happier concept into a
workplace environment.
“When you read the
science, you find that
if employees have a

more positive mindset,
they are anywhere from
10 to 15 percent more
productive at work,” she
said. “A lot of that has
to do with the reduction
of stress. When you are
less stressed, you are
able to get more done.”
Kogan doesn’t pitch
Happier as a magic
bullet. Given that it is
impossible to separate
work and personal
life when it comes to
psychological wellbeing, Kogan sees
Happier as a natural
bridge between the
two environments.
“There is no place in
life that is stress-free.
It doesn’t exist,” she
said. “I think Happier
can be a positivity
buffer, a reminder that
when you encounter
frustration and stress,
you can process it in a
productive way.”
For Kogan, Happier
is personal. After her
difficult childhood, she
became a superachiever,
working for Microsoft
before finding success
as an entrepreneur. She
worked hard, made lots
of money and bought
her parents fancy cars,
but ultimately, she was
miserable. She began
to read all the research
on happiness and the
genetic disposition
toward negativity and
realized she could make
some changes in her life.
“It didn’t change who I
am, but it gave me the
emotional control to not
go into that negative
spin cycle,” she said.

—G. R.
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Polishing
the
Star

INTERVIEW WITH
DAIMLER’S DIETER ZETSCHE
EIN INTERVIEW MIT DAIMLER-CHEF DIETER ZETSCHE

F

rom his first days of prominence
during the “merger of equals” between Chrysler Corporation and the
former Daimler-Benz AG in 1998 — a $36-billion acquisition, more accurately, of the
former by the latter — Dieter Zetsche put the
global auto industry on notice that he stood
apart from Germany’s executive ranks.
Born in Turkey of German parents, he
grew up near Frankfurt and graduated as an
electrical engineer from University of Karlsruhe in 1976. He was awarded his doctorate
in mechanical engineering in 1982 from the
University of Paderborn, having already been
employed as an engineer for what was then
called Daimler-Benz, the world’s oldest maker
of vehicles. He rapidly advanced through a
series of engineering and leadership posts, including stints in Brazil and Argentina. His first
U.S. assignment was to run the company’s
maker of heavy trucks, Freightliner.
Assigned by Daimler chief executive
Juergen E. Schrempp to integrate Chrysler’s
U.S. operations into the new DaimlerChrysler,
Zetsche proved to be anything but the stereotypical rigid, micromanaging overlord
from Stuttgart. Affable and well-liked, with a
talent for listening intently and team-building,
he gained trust and promoted accessibility
by making a point of speaking English with
fellow German executives as a courtesy to
American Chrysler executives. For a short
time, a cartoon character of him, featuring his
handlebar moustache, starred in “Ask Dr. Z”
televised commercials promoting the pricing
of Chrysler vehicles.
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Der Stern
wird polier
S

eit er Bekanntheit erlangte im Rahmen der „Fusion
unter Gleichen“ zwischen der Chrysler Corporation
und der ehemaligen Daimler-Benz AG im Jahre
1998 — genauer gesagt einer 36-Milliarden-US-DollarAkquisition der ersteren durch die letztere, - zeigte Dieter
Zetsche der globalen Automobilindustrie, dass er sich von
den Führungskräften in Deutschland abhob.
Als Kind deutscher Eltern in der Türkei geboren,

Interview by Doron Levin

wuchs er in der Nähe von Frankfurt auf und erhielt
seinen Abschluss als Elektroingenieur an der Universität
Karlsruhe im Jahr 1976. Er erwarb seinen Doktortitel in
Maschinenbau im Jahr 1982 von der Universität Paderborn,
nachdem er bereits als Ingenieur von Daimler-Benz, dem
weltweit ältesten Hersteller von Automobilen , beschäftigt
wurde. Schnell machte er über eine Reihe von Ingenieursund Führungspositionen Karriere, darunter Stationen in

Brasilien und Argentinien. Seine erste Funktion in den
USA war die Geschäftsführung eines Betriebes zur Herstellung von schweren Lastkraftwagen, Freightliner.
Als er von Vorstandschef Jürgen E. Schrempp von
Daimler die Aufgabe erhielt, die US-Operationen von
Chrysler in das neue DaimlerChrysler zu integrieren, erwies sich Zetsche als alles andere als der stereotype starre
Oberherr aus Stuttgart mit einer Vorliebe für das Mikro-

I NT E RV I E W DIETER ZETSCHE

EIN INTERVIEW MIT DIETER ZETSCHE

The new C-Class unveiled

The acquisition, designed to increase
Daimler’s range of products and sales
volume, in turn gave Chrysler access to the
German company’s technology and design,
made famous worldwide by its renowned
Mercedes-Benz brand. Using parts borrowed
and adapted from Mercedes E-Class, Zetsche
championed development of new Chrysler
cars like the 300 sedan, a smash hit. The midsized station wagon Pacifica, by contrast, was
a notable failure.
The company summoned Zetsche to
Germany in 2006 to succeed the retiring
Schrempp. With sales crumbling in the U.S.
and Chrysler absorbing the brunt of a weakening economy and U.S. market, he made one
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of the toughest decisions of his career: the
divestiture of Chrysler to Cerberus, a private
equity company. Zetsche believed the U.S.
operations might be forced into bankruptcy,
sinking the entire company.
His cautiousness proved prescient in 2009
when Chrysler, while under Cerberus’s majority
ownership, filed for Chapter 11. Daimler shares
rose giddily on the avoidance of Chrysler’s
failure, then crashed with the realization of how
badly the global recession would hurt the automaker’s business. Daimler’s supervisory board
didn’t flinch: It renewed Zetsche’s contract as
chief executive.
One of Zetsche’s key strategies was to
intensify the company’s focus on designing

The Mercedes-Benz Museum at the
company’s headquarters in Stuttgart

management. Freundlich und beliebt, mit einem Talent
für gutes Zuhören und Teambuilding, gewann er das
Vertrauen und förderte die Zugänglichkeit zwischen den
nun internationalen Kollegen. So bestand er darauf, mit
anderen deutschen Führungskräften aus Höflichkeit
gegenüber amerikanischen Chrysler-Führungskräften
Englisch zu sprechen. Für kurze Zeit war eine CartoonFigur von ihm, mit seinem Schnurrbart, in „Ask Dr. Z“
Werbespots zu sehen, die die Preisgestaltung von
Chrysler-Fahrzeugen bewerben sollte.
Die Fusion, durch die das Produkt- und Verkaufsvolumen von Daimler gesteigert werden sollte, gab
Chrysler wiederum Zugang zu Technik und Design
des deutschen Unternehmens, das weltweit für seine
renommierte Marke Mercedes-Benz bekannt ist. Unter
Verwendung von Teilen, die von der E-Klasse von Mercedes übernommen und angepasst wurden, hat Zetsche
die Entwicklung neuer Autos, wie die der Chrysler
300 Limousine, vorangetrieben — ein Riesenerfolg.
Der mittelgroße Kombi Pacifica hingegen war ein bemerkenswerter Misserfolg.
Das Unternehmen holte Zetsche 2006 nach Deutschland zurück, wo er die Nachfolge von Schrempp, der
in den Ruhestand gegangen war, antreten sollte. Vor
dem Hintergrund bröckelnder Umsätze in den USA
und der Tatsache, dass Chrysler die Hauptlast einer

schwächelnden Wirtschaft und eines schwächelnden
US-Marktes trug, traf er eine der schwierigsten Entscheidungen seiner Karriere: Den Verkauf von Chrysler
an Cerberus, einer Private-Equity-Gesellschaft. Zetsche
sah die Gefahr, dass das US-Geschäft in den Konkurs
getrieben werden könnte, und damit das gesamte Unternehmen untergehen würde.
Seine vorausschauende Vorsicht bestätigte sich im
Jahr 2009, als Chrysler, in Mehrheitsbesitz von Cerberus, Insolvenz nach Chapter 11 anmeldete. DaimlerAktien stiegen nach der Abwendung der Pleite von
Chrysler in schwindelerregende Höhen, und stürzten
dann rasant ab, als klar wurde, wie stark die globale
Rezession das Automobilgeschäft treffen würde. Der
Daimler-Aufsichtsrat wich nicht zurück: Er erneuerte
den Vertrag Zetsches als Chief Executive.
Eine der wichtigsten Strategien von Zetsche war es,
den Fokus des Unternehmens auf die Entwicklung und
Herstellung schöner und attraktiver Autos zu intensivieren, insbesondere einer kompletten Fahrzeugreihe
kleinerer und erschwinglicherer Modelle, die eine neue
Zielgruppe jüngerer Käufer anziehen könnten. In einem
symbolischen Akt der „Rückbesinnung auf das Wesentliche“ verlagerte Zetsche den Sitz von Hunderten von
Führungskräften und Managern vom schicken Unternehmenssitz in Stuttgart in den asketischen Fabrikkomplex
im benachbarten Untertürkheim.
Das Scheitern der Chrysler-Übernahme noch
frisch im Gedächtnis, erforschte Zetsche, 61 Jahre alt,
unterschiedliche Governance-Maßnahmen zum Aufbau
von Kooperationen mit anderen Automobilherstellern.
Deutschlands alte Industriegarde war überrascht, als er im
April 2010 eine umfassende strategische Partnerschaft mit
der in Paris ansässigen Renault-Nissan-Allianz bekannt
gab. Effizienz war das Ziel: Kosten- und Zeiteinsparung
durch die gemeinsame Entwicklung von Motoren, Fahrzeugen und Architekturen, darunter ein Auto, das bald
als die nächste Generation der Daimler-Smart-Kleinwagen
sein Debüt feiern wird, der neue ForFour, der Teile mit
dem Renault Twingo teilt und in der Renault-Fabrik
hergestellt wird. Ende Juni kündigten Renault-Nissan
und Daimler Pläne zur Errichtung eines Joint-VentureWerks in Mexiko an, um kleine Luxuslimousinen für
Infiniti und Mercedes-Benz produzieren zu lassen.
Zetsche traf sich mit dem in Paris ansässigen
Regional Market Leader für Global Industrial Markets
von KornFerry, Yannick Binvel, sowie dem Briefings
Redakteur Doron Levin in seinem Büro in Untertürkheim, um seine Ansichten zum Thema Führung,
Motivation innerhalb eines Unternehmens und dem
harten globalen Wettbewerb unter den PremiumAutomobilherstellern darzulegen.
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and manufacturing beautiful, compelling automobiles, particularly a full range of smaller
and more-affordable models that could attract
a new fan base of younger buyers. In a symbolic move to dramatize a “return to basics,”
Zetsche transferred hundreds of executives
and managers from plush quarters in Stuttgart
to the company’s austere factory complex
in adjacent
Untertürkheim.
With the failure
of the Chrysler
acquisition still
fresh, Zetsche, 61,
explored different
governance frameworks to achieve
symbiotic links
with other automakers. Germany’s
industrial old
guard was startled
when he disclosed
in April 2010 a
broad strategic
partnership with
the Paris-based
Renault-Nissan
Alliance. The goal
was efficiency:
to save cost and time by jointly developing
engines, vehicles and architectures, including
one that soon will debut as the next generation of Daimler’s Smart small car, the new
ForFour that shares parts with Renault’s
Twingo and will be produced in a Renault factory. In late June, Renault-Nissan and Daimler
announced plans to build a joint-venture plant
in Mexico to produce small luxury sedans for
Infiniti and Mercedes-Benz.
Zetsche met with Korn Ferry’s Paris-based
Regional Market Leader for Global Industrial
Markets, Yannick Binvel, and Briefings contributing editor Doron Levin in his office in
Untertürkheim to discuss his views on leadership, motivating the corporation and the
rigorous global competition among premium
automotive brands.

One of Zetsche’s
key strategies was
to intensify the
company’s focus
on designing and
manufacturing
beautiful, compelling
automobiles,
particularly a full
range of smaller and
more affordable
models that could
attract a new fan
base of younger
buyers.
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hen you joined the company as a
young engineer, Mercedes-Benz
occupied the top position among
premium automotive brands.
Today, it must battle BMW, Audi, Lexus and, in
the U.S., even a resurgent Cadillac. How must
you lead differently today in the midst of this
brutal global competition among brands?
Competition is what drives success. I guess
it’s easier to run a company when there is tough
competition than when you are a monopolist.
Short term, being a monopolist is more fun. But
for sustainable success you need competition to
keep things moving.
The Mercedes-Benz brand got to be known as
the premium brand for older, more successful
people. Now your company wants and needs
to attract younger buyers. Can you discuss the
role of the CEO in positioning the brand so
that it fulfills the new mission?
In any automotive company, product is the
key. Without the right products, you won’t
have a chance to change perceptions. It’s our
job to create fascinating cars, in this case for
younger people. You have to change the marketing approach, change the attitude of people,
and the whole company has to go along. You
can’t achieve anything without your people
sharing this goal. But everything is led by the
product. First you have to make sure you have
the product that will convince people (in the
company) to go for growth among younger
customers. I’ve set the goal of being [No. 1] in
volume among premium brands, and that can
only be achieved by adding younger customers.
The target is to pass Audi and BMW by 2020.
The idea is to offer better cars, more fascina-

GLA-Class

A

YOUTHFUL TOUCH
Keen to win over the younger
demographic, Mercedes-Benz
will produce more variants
and some unexpected new
models directed to younger
buyers all over the world.

Vision Ener-G-Force

ls Sie dem Unternehmen als junger Ingenieur
beitraten, belegte Mercedes-Benz die Spitzenposition unter den Premium-Automobilmarken.
Heutzutage muss die Marke gegen BMW, Audi, Lexus
und, in den USA, auch einen wieder erstarkenden
Cadillac, ankämpfen. Wie beeinflusst dieser brutale
globale Markenwettbewerb Ihren Führungsstil?
Wettbewerb ist das, was den Erfolg antreibt. Ich
schätze, es ist einfacher, ein Unternehmen zu führen,
wenn es harter Konkurrenz ausgesetzt ist, als wenn
Sie ein Monopolist wären. Kurzfristig macht es mehr
Spaß, ein Monopolist zu sein. Allerdings braucht man
Wettbewerb für nachhaltigen Erfolg, um Dinge in
Bewegung zu halten.
Die Marke Mercedes-Benz wurde als Premium-Marke
für ältere und erfolgreichere Menschen bekannt. Jetzt
will und muss Ihr Unternehmen jüngere Käufer anlocken. Können Sie die Rolle des CEO bei der Positionierung der Marke in ihrer neuen Mission erläutern?
In jedem Automobilunternehmen ist das Produkt
der Schlüssel. Ohne die richtigen Produkte werden Sie
keine Chance haben, die Wahrnehmung zu verändern.
Es ist unsere Aufgabe, faszinierende Autos zu bauen,
in diesem Fall für jüngere Menschen. Sie müssen den
Marketing-Ansatz, die Einstellung der Menschen
ändern, und das ganze Unternehmen muss hier
mitmachen. Sie können nichts erreichen, ohne dass
auch Ihre Mitarbeiter Ihr Ziel verfolgen. Aber alles
wird durch das Produkt geleitet. Zuerst müssen Sie
sicherstellen, dass Sie ein Produkt haben, das die Menschen (im Unternehmen) davon überzeugen wird, ein
Wachstum bei jüngeren Kunden anzustreben. Ich habe
das Ziel, die [Nr. 1] im Volumen unter den PremiumMarken zu sein, und das kann nur durch Ausweitung
des jüngeren Kundenkreises erreicht werden. Das Ziel
ist es, Audi und BMW bis 2020 zu übertrumpfen. Die
Idee ist es, bessere Autos, mehr Faszination, mehr
Träume anzubieten - und die Folge wird sein, dass sich
mehr Kunden für die Marke entscheiden. Sie können
nichts erreichen, ohne dass auch Ihre Mitarbeiter Ihr
Ziel verfolgen. In den frühen 1990er Jahren, als ich
die Leitung des Pkw-Bereichs übernahm, gab es viel
Frust, nachdem die neue S-Klasse herauskam und in
Europa heftig für ihre zu große Größe kritisiert wurde.
Das war neu für Mercedes. Um das Ingenieursteam
neu zu motivieren, mietete ich das große Veranstaltungszentrum auf der anderen Straßenseite für 10.000
Menschen, ein Ort für riesige Rockkonzerte. Wir
bauten eine große Wand und zerstörten sie wieder, um
die Notwendigkeit aufzuzeigen, diese Wand unseres
blockierten Denkens durchbrechen zu müssen. Diese
Aktion10.000 Kollegen zusammen zu bringen, war ein

A-Class
59

Lane
Changes
An industry in swift transition

T

By Dr. Martin Stemmler

oday the automotive industry is facing some of the biggest
changes in its history, and no one knows for certain which road
it will take. The uncertainty is all-encompassing — what kind of
power train will we have in the future? What kind of sales channels will
emerge? Which governments will allow self-driving cars? What kind of
safety and environmental regulations will be enacted? How will the automobile integrate itself into the entire transportation network? These
are just some of the questions the automotive leaders have to answer.
In the past 25 years, the car industry has been driven by the “continuous improvement” process, an idea developed by Toyota. There was
also a shift in leadership styles from autocratic and hierarchical management, before 1990, to a more team-oriented approach with job enrichment and rotation of duties. Another major change was the decision to
outsource to suppliers the development of components, modules and
systems. The focus was on increasing productivity, reducing cost and
increasing product quality and reliability. Performance management
and a “results” orientation were often viewed as the foundation of the
industry’s leadership model.
But with so many unanswered questions about the future of the automobile, today’s markets are much more volatile than those of the past.
Some companies even talk about an industry in “perpetual crisis.” This
generation of leaders has to cope with what we call a “VUCA” world —
volatile (Which of the established automobile manufactures will survive?
Which new players will enter the market?), uncertain (What will the design look like?), complex (How much technology will be integrated into
the automobile?) and ambiguous (Is the desire to own a car still strong?).
The automotive industry needs more leaders who have high levels of
learning agility as well as emotional intelligence. They have to be flexible, open-minded and authentic, leading change, leading themselves,
forming diverse teams that interact virtually. Managers must thrive in
a multicultural and multigenerational environment, possess a strong
sense of responsibility and maintain high ethical standards. With so
much change and uncertainty,
Dr. Martin Stemmler is
having the right leaders is more
Korn Ferry Senior Client Partner,
important than ever. 
Regional Sector Leader,
Automotive, EMEA
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tion, more dreams — and the consequence will
be for more customers to come to the brand.
You can’t accomplish anything without people
sharing this goal. In the early 1990s, there was a
lot of frustration after the new S-Class came out
and was heavily criticized in Europe for being
too large. That was new for Mercedes. To remotivate the engineering team I rented the big
event center across the street for 10,000 people,
a place for huge rock concerts. We built a big
wall and then destroyed it to symbolize the need
to get past this wall of our blocked thinking. This
impact of putting 10,000 colleagues together
was a milestone. Because it’s harder and harder
to reach people physically around the globe,
we’ve been doing unusual things, more Internetbased large meetings where I invite all the employees to ask questions. This is much stronger
than a physical setting.
Mergers have been shown to be risky and
mostly unsuccessful. Daimler has experienced
this and afterward entered into an alliance,
rather than a merger, with Renault and Nissan.
Can you discuss the rationale for these relationships and how you’ve overcome internal
barriers to joint relationships with companies
that otherwise are your rivals?
We’ve obviously added a prominent example
of this type of merger [that didn’t work]. The
Chrysler one was, “Yeah, that’s a great idea; let’s
marry and then set up committees to develop
what we’ll do together.” From the partnership
we learned a lot. And we re-engineered our approach as we still saw strategic necessities that
we could better address with a partner. That was
the development of the next generation Smart
and smaller displacement engines. So we were
looking for someone that was active in these
fields. That’s how, after discussion with different
potential partners, we started discussing with
Renault-Nissan, and the rest is history. In the
case of the alliance, we came to it by way of the
content and decided to work on these things
together, and beyond that, if we saw more
potential content, then we would go for it. It’s a
preferred partnership, but it’s not an exclusive
partnership. And it’s a partnership of three
totally independent companies that want to stay
independent but benefit from partnerships of
this kind. So far it’s working very positively.

Meilenstein. Da es immer schwieriger wird, Menschen
physisch in der ganzen Welt zu erreichen, haben wir
ungewöhnliche Dinge unternommen, mehr Internetbasierte Großveranstaltungen, bei denen ich alle
Mitarbeiter dazu einlade,Fragen zu stellen. Das ist viel
stärker als ein physisches Zusammentreffen.
Fusionen haben sich als riskant und meist erfolglos erwiesen. Daimler hat diese Erfahrung gemacht und ging
danach eine Allianz, statt einer Fusion, mit Renault und
Nissan ein. Können Sie die dahinterstehenden Überlegungen erläutern, und wie Sie den internen Widerstand
gegenüber Beziehungen mit Unternehmen, die sonst
Ihre Konkurrenten sind, überwunden haben?
Wir haben offensichtlich ein prominentes Beispiel
für diese Art der Fusion [die nicht funktioniert hat]
hinzugefügt. Die Chrysler-Fusion entsprach dem
Motto: „Ja, das ist eine tolle Idee; lass uns heiraten
und dann Ausschüsse einrichten, um zu entwickeln,
was wir zusammen machen werden.“ Aus dieser
Partnerschaft haben wir unsere Lehren gezogen. Und
wir entwickelten unseren Ansatz neu, da wir immer
noch strategische Notwendigkeiten sahen, die wir
besser mit einem Partner angehen konnten, wie zum
Beispieldie Entwicklung der nächsten Generation des
Smart und kleinerer Hubraum-Motoren. Also waren
wir auf der Suche nach einem Unternehmen, das in
diesen Bereichen aktiv war. So kam es dazu, dass wir
nach Gesprächen mit verschiedenen potenziellen
Partnern Gespräche mit Renault-Nissan aufnahmen —
und der Rest ist Geschichte. Im Falle dieser Allianz
gelangten wir über den Inhalt zu ihr und beschlossen,
gemeinsam an diesen Themen zu arbeiten. Sollte sich
Potential zeigen, würden wir diesen Weg weiter beschreiten. Es ist eine bevorzugte Partnerschaft, aber keine
exklusive Partnerschaft. Und es ist eine Partnerschaft
von drei völlig unabhängigen Unternehmen, die unabhängig bleiben, aber von Partnerschaften dieser Art
profitieren wollen. Bislang funktioniert dies sehr gut.
Wie waren Sie und Carlos Ghosn, CEO von Renault und
Nissan, in der Lage, diese Partnerschaft zu bilden?
Ich war Leiter von Freightliner im Jahr 1992, und
Carlos war Leiter von Michelin in den USA. Er lud
Kunden von Michelin ein, und so trafen wir uns.
Seitdem sind wir in Kontakt geblieben. Natürlich
sprachen wir über gemeinsame Interessen. Selbstverständlich gilt: Wenn eine Partnerschaft funktionieren
soll, muss sie auf Vertrauen basieren. Vertrauen
entsteht in der Interaktion zwischen Menschen und
braucht Zeit, um zu wachsen. Es hilft sicherlich, wenn
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How did you and Carlos Ghosn, CEO of Renault
and Nissan, form this partnership?
I was head of Freightliner in 1992, and Carlos
was head of Michelin in the U.S. He invited
customers of Michelin, and that’s where we
met. Since then we’ve stayed in contact. Obviously, we talked about areas of mutual interest.
Obviously, if a partnership is to work, it must be
based on trust. Trust is between people, and this
had to be developed over time. It certainly helps
when CEOs have trust. You listen, you learn
more about the other side. You learn whether,
in spite of tensions and troubles, you can rely
on the partner telling the truth. If so, that makes
the groundwork for a successful relationship. Or,
otherwise, it’s the beginning of failure. Even in
your own company, you can go through similar
phases. There are disappointments within
companies and between companies. Between
cultures and nations. In the end, it comes down
to very simple facts: Do we see the other side as
open, reliable, trustworthy? These are the key
points. Then, it’s about competence. The good
intention of the other side is key.
As you’ve moved further away from the
merger with Chrysler and gained the perspective of time and experience, what do you view
today as the reasons for its lack of success?
From a technical standpoint, Daimler at
that time was a maker of premium and luxury
cars. Chrysler’s strength was mainly its lighttruck business (Jeep, pickups and minivans) in
North America. There was very little overlap or
common ground, even though Mercedes did sell
the M-Class in North America and Chrysler did
sell some small cars in Europe. Adding these two
together didn’t create value. At the beginning,
we thought [the lack of common ground] was
an advantage. We said, “This is good. We don’t
have to fire anyone.” The side effects that came
along included a more complex organization.
These brought burdens without benefits. We
thought it should be possible to grow the value
of the Chrysler brand in the car business, to
give the brand greater equity and charge higher
prices in comparison to the other U.S. brands.
Over five to six years this could not be proven;
we could not charge in the premium space.
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Four Quick Questions
Your handlebar moustache has become your
signature, at least in terms of appearance. When did
you adopt it, why, and have there been periods when
you’ve reconsidered or gone without?
I didn’t adopt it, it just grew. I’ve had it since I was 16,
17 and never thought about it. Sometimes a full beard,
too. It’s like a little finger, just part of me.
What books might we find at your bedside table
these days?
John Irving is one author I always love to read.
What is your best guess about when and under what
circumstances autonomous cars will take to the road?
Fully autonomous? By the end of the decade we
will have semi-and-highly-autonomous functions
on specific roads like the autobahn or in specific
situations like parking. And you can be sure it will be a
Mercedes; and it will be available around the world.
Your favorite vacation spots or means of relaxation?
Sailing. In the Mediterranean or the Caribbean.

Explain the rationale of the new MercedesBenz CLA-Class, a car whose retail prices start
at less than $30,000 in the U.S., territory one
usually associates with Toyota Camry. What
are the factors driving the creation of this
model and how can you gauge its success?
We have with this new product and pricing
an ability to lower the access point to MercedesBenz without diminishing the brand. To do this,
we knew it was important not to come up with a
cheap or “me-too” product, rather an emotional
car, not driven by functionality. Design, therefore, was the No. 1 priority, and I think this comes
across. As a result, we have a conquest rate from
non-Mercedes-Benz models of 80 percent. The
customers for CLA are 10 years younger than
the average Mercedes-Benz buyer. This is what
we wanted to accomplish, but we were surprised by the extent of success we are having.
When we first came up with A-Class, it was criticized as too progressive, and [critics said] that
we have to be more subtle. We said, “No, we
have to appeal to new customers and, therefore,
they have to see us. We are winning awards for
top design.” The key point is that kids in school
are now talking about Mercedes as cool. For

Vier schnelle Fragen
Ihr Schnurrbart hat sich zu Ihrer Unterschrift entwickelt,
zumindest in Bezug auf Ihr Aussehen. Warum haben Sie ihn
angenommen, und gab es Zeiten, in denen Sie ihn überdacht
oder sich von ihm getrennt haben?
Ich habe ihn nicht angenommen, er ist einfach gewachsen.
Ich habe ihn, seit ich 16 oder 17 Jahre alt war, und nie darüber
nachgedacht. Manchmal auch einen Vollbart. Er ist — wie ein
kleiner Finger — ein Teil von mir.
Welche Bücher können wir in diesen Tagen auf Ihrem
Nachttisch finden?
John Irving ein Autor, den ich immer gerne gelesen habe.
Was glauben Sie, wann und unter welchen Umständen autonome Autos auf die Straße kommen werden?
Völlig autonom? Bis Ende des Jahrzehnts werden wir halbautonome und hoch autonome Funktionen auf bestimmten
Straßen sehen, wie auf der Autobahn oder in bestimmten
Situationen, wie beim Parken. Und Sie können sich sicher sein,
dass es ein Mercedes sein wird; und er wird in der ganzen Welt
zu kaufen sein.
Ihre Lieblings-Urlaubsorte oder Methoden zur Entspannung?
Segeln. Auf dem Mittelmeer oder in der Karibik.

CEOs Vertrauen haben. Man hört zu, erfährt mehr
über die andere Seite. Man erfährt, ob man sich trotz
Spannungen und Problemen darauf verlassen kann,
dass der Partner die Wahrheit sagt. Wenn ja, stellt dies
die Weichen für eine erfolgreiche Beziehung. Ansonsten ist dies der Beginn des Scheiterns. Sogar in Ihrem
eigenen Unternehmen können Sie ähnliche Phasen
durchlaufen. Es gibt Enttäuschungen innerhalb von
Unternehmen und zwischen Unternehmen. Zwischen
Kulturen und Nationen. Am Ende hängt alles von
einfachen Tatsachen ab: Empfinden wir die Gegenseite
als offen, verlässlich, vertrauenswürdig? Dies sind die
wichtigsten Punkte. Danach geht es um Kompetenz.
Die guten Absichten der Gegenseite sind entscheidend.
Welche Gründe sehen Sie heute für das Scheitern,
nachdem die Fusion mit Chrysler hinter Ihnen liegt und
Sie etwas Abstand gewonnen haben?
Aus technischer Sicht war Daimler damals ein
Hersteller von Premium- und Luxusautos. Die Stärke
von Chrysler lag vor allem im Leicht-Lkw-Geschäft
(Jeep, Pickups und Minivans) in Nordamerika. Es gab
sehr wenig Überschneidungen und Gemeinsamkeiten,
obwohl Mercedes die M-Klasse in Nordamerika
verkaufte und Chrysler einige Kleinwagen in Europa
absetzen konnte. Die Zusammenführung dieser beiden

Unternehmen schuf keinen Mehrwert. Am Anfang
dachten wir, der Mangel an Gemeinsamkeiten wäre
ein Vorteil. Wir sagten: „Das ist gut. Wir müssen niemandem kündigen.“ Der Nachteil jedoch war eine komplexere Organisation. Diese schuf Belastungen ohne
Nutzen. Wir dachten, dass es möglich sein sollte, den
Wert der Marke Chrysler im Auto-Geschäft zu steigern,
um der Marke größeres Gewicht zu verschaffen und
höhere Preise im Vergleich zu den anderen US-Marken
verlangen zu können. In fünf bis sechs Jahren konnte
dies nicht nachweislich erreicht werden; wir konnten
keine Preise in der Premium-Sphäre verlangen.
Bitte erläutern Sie die Grundlagen der neuen CLAKlasse von Mercedes-Benz, eines Autos, dessen
Einzelhandelspreise in den USA bei weniger als 30.000
USD beginnen, eines Preissegments, das in der Regel
mit dem Toyota Camry in Verbindung gebracht wird.
Was sind die Faktoren, die die Schaffung dieses Modells angetrieben haben, und wie kann dieser Erfolg
gemessen werden?
Mit diesem neuen Produkt und dieser neuen Preisgestaltung haben wir die Möglichkeit, dem Kunden
den Einstieg beiMercedes-Benz ohne Beeinträchtigung
der Marke zu erleichtern. Um dies zu erreichen, war
es wichtig, kein günstiges oder „me-too“-Produkt
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some time, others were cool and we were the
old man’s brand. It takes time for momentum
to build. What was important was to make
Mercedes-Benz something different than what it
had been, to do it in a balanced way. Many think
we did it with the new S-Class. We did it with a
brand extension that’s not spreading us too far.
When you returned to Germany from the U.S.
to become chief executive in 2006, you shook
up the headquarters culture, moving hundreds
of top executives in the main factory complex
from a plush location. Why?
We used to own a nice headquarters 10 miles
from here. It was like a campus far away from
our products. I had a room there, never my main
office. Even though the place was much nicer,
I thought it was much more important that we
must spend every day coming to the office and
recognize that this is a car company, that it’s
about plants, about presses shaking the ground,
not about paper. It was symbolic, of course. We
sold the building and leased back the space for
our sales organization. I continue to think what
we did was important and the right move.

Having spent a great deal of time as an executive in the U.S., can you point to differences
between “Euro-style” global business leadership and “U.S.-style” leadership?
Of course, there are lots of stereotypes. I
came to the U.S. in 1991 as head of Freightliner. In
Germany, I had been used to a top management
team that raised ideas, had lots of discussions
and engaged in a long process before coming
to a decision. [When] I was new at Freightliner, a
topic popped up, and I would say, “Perhaps we
could…” and immediately everyone said, “Yes
sir.” The experience was similar at Chrysler: “The
buck stops here.” The U.S. was more top-down,
more CEO-driven, less questioning as part of
the decision process than in Germany. In many
cases, I think a middle ground is the best. In the
U.S., there is a board of directors, everyone responsible for everything. As a matter of law, the
German stock-traded companies have two-layer
boards, supervisor and management, internal
and external directors. Management board has a
mutual responsibility, requiring more consensus.
That’s the template, but it always comes down,
of course, to individuals.

“Even Nobel Prizes aren’t won by
individuals anymore, they’re the
product of teams. Especially in a car
company, this whole group of 275,000
has to work together.”
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hervorzubringen, sondern ein emotionales Auto, das
nicht durch Funktionalität angetrieben wird. Design
war daher Priorität Nr. 1, und ich denke, das wird vom
Kunden auch so gesehen. Als Ergebnis haben wir einen
Kundenzuwachs von Nicht-Mercedes-Benz-Modellen
von 80 Prozent. Die Kunden von CLA sind 10 Jahre
jünger als der durchschnittliche Mercedes-BenzKäufer. Genau das wollten wir erreichen, aber wir
wurden von dem Ausmaß unseres aktuellen Erfolgs
überrascht. Als wir unsere A-Klasse einführten, wurde
sie anfangs als zu progressiv kritisiert und Kritiker
sagten, dass wir subtiler sein müssten. Wir sagten:
„Nein, wir müssen neue Kunden ansprechen, und
deshalb müssen sie uns sehen. Wir gewinnen derzeit
Auszeichnungen für Top-Design.“ Der entscheidende
Punkt ist, dass Kinder auf dem Schulhof nun über
Mercedes als „cool“ reden. Eine ganze Weile waren
andere Marken cool, und wir eine Altherren-Marke.
Es braucht Zeit, eine Eigendynamik aufzubauen.
Wichtig war, Mercedes-Benz im Vergleich zu früher
zu verändern, und zwar in einer ausgewogenen Weise.
Viele sind der Meinung, dass wir es mit der neuen
S-Klasse geschafft haben. Wir erreichten dies mit einer
Markenerweiterung, die nicht zu weit von unserem
Kern entfernt liegt.

Vision Gran Turismo
concept car

Als Sie aus den USA nach Deutschland zurückgekehrten, um im Jahr 2006 Vorstandschef zu werden,
rüttelten Sie die Kultur der Zentrale auf, indem Sie
Hunderte von Top-Führungskräften von einem hervorragenden Standort in den Hauptfabrikkomplex
umsiedelten. Warum?
Früher hatten wir eine schöne Zentrale 16 km
von hier entfernt. Sie war wie ein Campus, weit weg
von unseren Produkten. Ich hatte ein Zimmer dort,
allerdings nie mein Hauptbüro. Auch wenn der Ort
viel schöner war, denke ich, dass es viel wichtiger ist,
jeden Tag ins Büro zu kommen und zu erkennen, dass
dies eine Autofirma ist, dass es um Anlagen geht, um
Pressen, die den Boden zum Beben bringen, und nicht
nur um Papier. Dies war natürlich symbolisch. Wir
verkauften das Gebäude und mieteten den Raum für
unsere Vertriebsorganisation zurück. Ich glaube immer
noch, dass dies wichtig war und der richtige Schritt.
Nachdem Sie als Führungskraft viel Zeit in den USA
verbrachten haben, können Sie uns die Unterschiede
zwischen globaler Unternehmensführung nach dem
„Euro-Stil“ und der Unternehmensführung nach dem
„US-Stil“ aufzeigen?
Natürlich gibt es viele Stereotypen. Ich kam im
Jahr 1991 als Leiter von Freightliner in die USA. In
Deutschland war ich ein Top-Management-Team
gewöhnt, das Ideen hervorbrachte, viele Gespräche
führte und sich einem langen Prozess unterzog, bevor
eine Entscheidung getroffen wurde. Als ich neu bei
Freightliner war, und ein Thema diskutiert werden
sollte, sagte ich: „Vielleicht könnten wir ...“ und sofort
sagten alle: „Ja, Sir.“ Die Erfahrung war ähnlich wie bei
Chrysler: “The buck stops here” (etwa: Die Verantwortung liegt letztendlich beim Chef). Die USA waren mehr
top-down, mehr CEO-getrieben, und es wurde als Teil
des Entscheidungsprozesses weniger hinterfragt als in
Deutschland. Ich denke, dass in vielen Fällen ein Mittelweg das Beste ist. In den USA gibt es ein Vorstandsgremium, jeder ist für alles verantwortlich. Deutsche,
börsennotierte Unternehmen haben qua Gesetz
eine zweischichtige Struktur– Aufsichtsrat und Geschäftsführung, interne und externe Direktoren. Die
Geschäftsleitung hat eine gegenseitige Verantwortung,
was mehr Konsens erfordert. Das ist die Vorgabe, aber
alles hängt natürlich immer von Einzelpersonen ab.
Daimler hält eine 4,3-prozentige Beteiligung an Tesla.
Man hört, Sie seien daran interessiert, diese Beziehungen
zu vertiefen. Würden Sie bitte die Bereiche der Zusammenarbeit bei Elektrofahrzeugen definieren, die Sie für
beide Partner als am profitabelsten ansehen?
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Daimler holds a 4.3 percent stake in Tesla.
There have been reports that you are interested in deepening those ties. Please identify
the areas of cooperation in electric that you
see as most fruitful for the two companies.
We have an existing cooperation. In the Smart
electric drive, we have Tesla batteries. The new
B Class Electric Drive will have a Tesla drive
train. The Tesla Model S has a lot of our knowhow. I don’t want to claim the success of Model
S for our company, but there is a very good
relationship and intense exchange of ideas. It’s a
two-directional cooperation. We’ll see if we have
further ideas to develop that.
In your latest shareholder’s address, you used
the words “consistency” and “determination”
and made the point that determination pays
off. Can you relate this idea to anything about
your viewpoint on leadership, the development of future leaders and company values?
I think that goes along with sustainability.
You should not have the idea that you can
change things all the time. You have a long-term
strategy and pursue it in a determined way. That
doesn’t mean you have to be stubborn and not
correct when you’ve made a mistake. You need
a key idea that you can focus on and pursue it
in a determined way. This determination has to
go along with motivation and convincing the
entire team that this direction is the right one
to go for. Even Nobel Prizes aren’t won by individuals anymore, they’re the product of teams.
Especially in a car company, this whole group of
275,000 has to work together. Teamwork and
social skills are extremely important. That’s why
we have a well-developed leadership process,
called Lead. In the first step of your leadership
career, you are rated according to core values
and leadership principles by a number of people
on a frequent basis. When you first come to the
company, you go through an assessment center
not so much based on knowledge but on social
skills. People have to pass an initial assessment
test to be a leader. In the past, the best designer
of front axles was promoted to design front and
rear axles. That’s not good enough. Today you
have to go through these assessment centers
and prove that you know more than axles. And
it’s according to how your peers evaluate you.
That’s a pretty well-developed process, and
we want to make sure we have the best leaders
possible, because they influence the success of a
company in the long run. 
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Wir haben eine bestehende Kooperation. Im SmartElektroantrieb haben wir Tesla-Batterien. Die neue
B-Klasse mit Elektroantrieb wird mit einem TeslaAntriebsstrang ausgestattet sein. Das Tesla Model
S verfügt über eine Menge von unserem Knowhow.
Ich will unserem Unternehmen nicht den Erfolg des
Model S zuschreiben, aber es gibt eine sehr gute Beziehung und einen intensiven Gedankenaustausch. Es ist
eine Zwei-Richtungs-Kooperation. Wir werden sehen,
ob und wie wir das weiterentwickeln können.
In Ihrer aktuellen Aktionärsansprache verwenden Sie die
Begriffe „Beharrlichkeit“ und „Entschlossenheit“, und unterstreichen, dass sich Entschlossenheit auszahlt. Können
Sie dieses Konzept mit Ihren Sichtweisen in Bezug auf
Führung, die Entwicklung künftiger Führungskräfte und
Unternehmenswerte in Verbindung bringen?
Ich denke, das geht mit Nachhaltigkeit Hand in
Hand. Man sollte nicht glauben, dass man Dinge
ständig ändern kann. Man hat eine langfristige
Strategie und verfolgt diese in einer bestimmten Art
und Weise. Das heißt aber nicht, dass man stur sein
sollte und sich nicht korrigiert, wenn man einen Fehler
gemacht hat. Man braucht eine Schlüsselidee, und
kann sich auf diese konzentrieren und sie in einer
bestimmten Art und Weise verfolgen. Diese Entschlossenheit muss mit der Motivation und Überzeugung des
gesamten Teams einhergehen, dass dies in die richtige
Richtung geht. Selbst Nobelpreise werden nicht mehr
von Personen gewonnen, sondern sind das Produkt
von Teams. Gerade in einem Automobil-Unternehmen
muss diese gesamte Gruppe von 275.000 Mitarbeitern miteinander arbeiten. Teamwork und soziale
Kompetenz sind extrem wichtig. Deshalb verfügen
wir über einen gut entwickelten Führungsprozess, die
so genannte Leitung (Lead). Im ersten Schritt Ihrer
Karriere in der Führungsebene werden Sie häufig
von einer Reihe von Menschen nach Kernwerten
und Führungsgrundsätzen bewertet. Wenn Sie
dem Unternehmen beitreten, durchlaufen Sie ein
Assessment-Center, das nicht so sehr auf Wissen,
sondern auf sozialen Fähigkeiten basiert. Zu Anfang
muss man einen Bewertungstest bestehen, um in
eine Führungsposition zugelassen zu werden. In der
Vergangenheit wurde der beste Designer für Vorderachsen befördert, um Vorder- und Hinterachsen zu
entwerfen. Das ist nicht gut genug. Heute müssen Sie
diese Assessment-Center durchlaufen und beweisen,
dass Sie über mehr Bescheid wissen als Achsen. Es
geht auch darum, wie Ihre Kollegen Sie bewerten. Dies
ist ein ziemlich gut entwickeltes Verfahren, und wir
wollen sicherstellen, dass wir über die bestmöglichen
Führungskräfte verfügen, da diese den Erfolg eines
Unternehmens auf lange Sicht beeinflussen. 
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The Evolution of a Corporate Idealist:

When Girl Meets Oil
RE VIE W BY G LEN N RIFKIN

C

HRISTINE BADER is one of those
increasingly rare business types: a
social activist who loves working inside
big companies. Within this seemingly
incongruous subculture, the challenge is to find ways
to do good while providing value for the organization. This challenge is a central theme of Bader’s new
book: The Evolution of a Corporate Idealist: When Girl
Meets Oil — a must-read for M.B.A. students with a
twinge of desire to save the world. Executives who
want to support corporate social
responsibility ought to read it as
well. It’s an insider’s view, without
a public relations spin, on what it
means to tread this narrow path.
Bader’s description of “corporate idealists” is instructive.
“We’re in Asia’s factory zones,
working with local managers
to make sure employees are
paid and treated properly.
We’re in Africa, sitting on
dirt floors with village elders
to protect indigenous traditions amidst an influx of
foreign oil workers. We’re in
Silicon Valley, collaborating
with product developers
to better protect user
privacy. We’re in London
and New York, convincing
our directors that protecting people and the planet
is good for business. We believe that business can be
a force for good, even as we struggle with our own
contradictions.”
Given the global perception of big business these
days, especially in the aftermath of the economic meltdown of 2008, Bader sometimes sounds like a lonely
voice in the wilderness. But, in fact, she is one among
legions of idealists who believe they can abide in the
corporate world, make a decent living and do good
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works. She gathers their voices, their triumphs and
their frustrations in this small but insightful volume.
For Bader, now a lecturer and visiting scholar
at Columbia University, the journey to corporate
idealism began in 1999 when she attended a lecture
by John Browne, the chief executive of British Petroleum (rebranded BP). The urbane and charismatic
Browne, knighted by the Queen and the first head
of a major oil company to acknowledge the reality of
climate change and urge action, gave a talk that lit a
fire inside Bader.
“Companies are not separate
from the societies in which they
work,” Browne told his audience
that day. “We don’t make our
profits and then go live somewhere else. This is our society,
too…. Companies which want to
keep operating successfully on
a long-term basis can’t isolate
themselves from society.”
Hmmm, that sure doesn’t sound
like the BP we came to know
and fear in the aftermath of the
Deep Horizon explosion and
oil spill in the Gulf of Mexico
in 2010.
But for Bader, then just a
first-year M.B.A. student at
Yale, those words more than
struck a chord; they changed
her life. Already a social activist who’d done a stint
with City Year after graduating from college, Bader
suddenly saw a new career path. BP was a company
that cared about the world in which it operated, and
that was a company for which she wanted to work.
After Yale, Bader landed an internship with BP’s
London office, where the environment, inhabited by
clean-cut, well-dressed and well-intentioned budding professionals, was “catnip” for her. They talked
incessantly about the company’s role in society and

B R I E F I N G S

behaved in accordance with Browne’s outspoken
philosophy. “I fell in love with that BP,” Bader writes.
“And BP loved me back.”
Her internship led to a corporate position, and she
was immediately assigned to an ambitious project in
Indonesia, followed several years later by a similar endeavor in China. Bader’s first frontline experience was
in Papua, Indonesia’s easternmost province, in a region
rich with natural resources and rife in political turmoil.
In 2001, BP was initiating a plan to build a liquefied
natural gas plant in a tiny village called Tanah Merah.
The project, which would displace 127 households, was
named Tangguh, and Bader’s assignment was to address
the human rights aspects of the development.
Given the complexity of the political and tribal
issues in this part of the world, Bader immediately
worried about the company’s commitment to aligning its own interests
with those of the community. But
in her time in Papua, Bader came
to admire that commitment and
concern from Browne and BP. Even
though 127 families is a relatively
small number to resettle, Browne directed the team to find an alternative
to forcing anyone to move. When no
other method seemed feasible, he
reluctantly agreed but instructed the
team to use the highest international
standards during the resettlement.
The Tangguh project was completed successfully,
without incident and with great care for the local
community, according to Bader. During her two years
in Papua, Bader came to understand the realities
and subtleties of corporate idealism. Unlike activists
working for Greenpeace or Amnesty International,
she had to find a way to push her agenda while accepting the inevitable compromises. BP is in the
business of making money, first and foremost, and
there are countless sensitivities in that endeavor that
require a deft touch and a resilient but open mind.
For example, two independent consultants wrote a
60-page report on the human rights implications of
the project. Bader believed the entire study should
have been made public. Instead, the company released a two-page summary. She had to live with it.
In the end, an independent advisory panel,
chaired by former U.S. Sen. George Mitchell, concluded that: “Support for the project is strong among
both Papuans and local leaders. Although some
complaints exist, there is unanimous appreciation

for the consultations among Papuans in which BP
has engaged and for the specific tangible benefits that
Tangguh has already brought to the area.”
On the heels of that accomplishment, Bader
moved quickly to another challenging project in
China, which achieved similar results. After a short
return to the London office, she embarked on an extended tenure working with John Ruggie, the United
Nations secretary-general’s special representative on
business and human rights. This seemed like another
dream job for a corporate idealist, and Bader jumped
with her usual zeal.
Then, as she writes, “Big oil broke my heart.” The
Deepwater Horizon blowout was the perfect storm of
a corporate disaster for BP. The explosion on the oil
rig killed 11 workers, and the resulting spill flooded
the waters of the Gulf with nonstop
gushers of oil. Browne had long since
left the company. Tony Hayward,
his successor, managed to turn the
PR nightmare that was the oil spill
into an even worse scandal. BP was
excoriated in the media. And even
though Bader no longer worked for
the company, she was devastated by
its response to the crisis.
“My former employer was
portrayed not as kind and caring
but manipulative and murderous,
more Macbeth than Romeo,”
Bader writes. Bader had to rethink her values and
motivation. Was she naïve? Was she delusional or
unrealistic? “Is our love of big business justified or
misguided?” she asked herself.
To answer those questions, Bader reached out
to kindred spirits at a wide variety of multinational
companies to gain their insights and troll for understanding. The upside of Bader’s book is that she
pursues an honest and open dialogue about the mixed
experiences of the would-be reformers and quiet
revolutionaries who share their stories. Most remain
steadfast while professing frustration with the incremental nature of their efforts. Big companies should
do good because it is the right thing, not because it
is good for business. But only the naïve have such expectations of the global business world. For Bader, the
honeymoon is over in her love affair with the private
sector. But “despite the failings of big business,” she
writes, “I find myself still optimistic about its ability
to make a positive difference in the world.” 

“My former
employer was
portrayed not as
kind and caring
but manipulative
and murderous,
more Macbeth
than Romeo.”

 christinebader.com
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In our first 5 years…
Five women profiled in Briefings
who are making a difference.
 www.KornFerryBriefings.com

Read their stories

Angela
Ahrendts

Anne
Wojcicki

Featured: Summer 2011

Featured: Spring 2014

Modernized Burberry,
the iconic British
fashion house, when
she was CEO. Now
she’s running Apple’s
retail businesses.

Armed with foresight
and a Stanford degree,
Wojcicki founded
23andMe, a groundbreaking company that analyzes
its customers’ DNA while it builds a massive database of diseases and their genetic links.

Güler
Sabancı
Gail Kelly

Featured: Spring 2012

Featured: Spring 2014

Chairwoman of Turkey’s second-largest
industrial and chemical firm, Sabancı
Holding, is pioneering new approaches
to philanthropy in her country.

Drew Gilpin Faust
Featured: Summer 2013

Is a historian of the American
Civil War who has written
about President Abraham
Lincoln. This historian made
history when she became
president of Harvard
University.

A former schoolteacher,
is chief executive
of Westpac, one of
Australia’s “big four”
banks. She has made
Westpac a leading
investor in Asia.
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a massive scale. How could “normal” people
commit such acts of brutality? Why, in some
countries, was heroism in such short supply?
How could neighbors turn on neighbors?
How could friends, even family members,
turn each other in? And how could people
believe so many baseless ideas?
Wartime disillusionment brought shame,
sorrow and guilt. Many deserted their faiths
and philosophies. They asked whether their
cultures had anything positive to offer.
Why not embrace a philosophy questioning
whether life was worth living? Are Camus’s
views relevant today?
Far from being an “ivory tower” subject,
philosophy wrestles with issues of the day.
The Stoics, for example, attempted to dampen
their feelings and shove aside their emotions
because, among other things, the Ancient
Greeks didn’t have modern painkillers, but
they did have pain. Childbirth, toothaches
and broken bones hurt as much then as they
do today. If you live in a world of hurt, a grinand-bear-it philosophy makes perfect sense.
What other choices did they have?
So what kind of philosophy should govern
our time? That’s where happiness comes in.
I’m not suggesting happiness is a philosophy. It falls far short of that. It’s more like
an outcome. It’s part of something bigger.
Albert Camus wrote during a short,
bleak deviation from a 400-year trend. And,
while he focused on a wrinkle in an upwardpointing line, we have the luxury of looking
at the line in its entirety. From that point of
view, happiness is an outcome that makes
real sense. 
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“I’m not
suggesting
happiness is
a philosophy.
It falls far
short of that.
It’s more like
an outcome.
It’s part of
something
bigger.”

Improvements like that are new in
human history. Ancient philosophies put
humanity’s golden ages in the past. We live
in the period after the “Fall of Man.”
When our 400-year uptrend got started,
philosophers like John Locke, Adam Smith,
Jeremy Bentham and Edmund Burke took
note. They realized that in an
era of growth, with commerce
expanding and new technologies emerging, we needed to
rethink what it means to be
human. They reconceptualized
the role of the individual, our
responsibility to society, what
ownership and self-interest
mean, and how we should
relate to government and each
other. They saw individuals as
having initiative. And then Bentham took it
a step further, declaring governments should
create the greatest happiness for the greatest
number (he phrased it in several different
ways) and Utilitarian philosophy was born.
Not all periods have been quite so upbeat.
In 1942, French philosopher, novelist and
Nobel laureate Albert Camus wrote a book
called The Myth of Sisyphus. He opened the
book with these words: “There is but one
truly serious philosophical problem, and
that is suicide.” Not exactly an uplifting
start. So why do I bring it up in an issue of
Briefings focusing on happiness?
Consider Camus’s times. Europe was still
fighting World War II, and as it did, intellectuals and others who witnessed the conflict
struggled to come to grips with carnage on

Advertising: Stacy Levyn +1 (310) 556-8502
Reprints: Tiffany Sledzianowski +1 (310) 226-6336
Circulation Customer Service: +1 (310) 556-8585

IF YOU LOOKED AT AN ECONOMIC AND SOCIAL-WELFARE
GRAPH OF THE PAST FOUR CENTURIES, you would see an almost unbroken line with a strong upward trajectory. True, there would be intervals when growth
stopped, even declined – periods of recession, depression and war. But these would be relatively brief compared to the 400-year length of the line itself. The line would show that the
advent of universal education and the development of science, technology and math lifted
billions out of poverty and, in the industrialized world, tripled our life spans. It would show
that fewer of us go hungry and that most of us have access to medical care.

Additional copies: briefings@kornferry.com
Briefings / 1900 Avenue of the Stars, Suite 2600
Los Angeles, CA 90067

JOEL KURTZMAN

ICONIC HOTELS IN ICONIC PLACES
ICONIC HOTELS IN ICONIC PLACES

ICONIC HOTELS IN ICONIC PLACES

Captured
Captured on
oniPhone
iPhone

KNOW
KNOW YOU’VE
YOU’VE ARRIVED
ARRIVED
AN AIR OF ANTICIPATION. THE FLICKER OF LIGHT.
A SUMPTUOUS YOU’VE
APPROACH. THE PLACE
TO BE SEEN.
KNOW
ARRIVED
THE TIME OF YOUR LIFE.
Captured on iPhone

AN AIR OF ANTICIPATION. THE FLICKER OF LIGHT.
A SUMPTUOUS APPROACH. THE PLACE TO BE SEEN.
THE TIME OF YOUR LIFE.
THE
BEVERLY
HILLS
AN
OF ANTICIPATION.
THEAIR
BEVERLY
HILLSHOTEL.
HOTEL.THE FLICKER OF LIGHT.
A SUMPTUOUS APPROACH. THE PLACE TO BE SEEN.
THE TIME OF YOUR LIFE.
THE BEVERLY HILLS HOTEL.

I

I

LOS ANGELES
+1 310 276 2251
DORCHESTERCOLLECTION.COM
LOS ANGELES
+1 310 276 2251
DORCHESTERCOLLECTION.COM

I

I

Nobody understands
the dynamics of
talent better.
Our expert points of view on talent and leadership are
based on decades of pioneering research and analytics.
They underpin all of our services, giving us unique and
actionable insight into how strategic talent decisions
contribute to competitive advantage, growth, and success.
Let us put this insight to work for your organization.
www.kornferry.com

DESIGN.

BUILD.

ATTRACT.

TALENT STRATEGY AND
ORGANIZATIONAL ALIGNMENT

BOARD AND CEO SERVICES
LEADERSHIP DEVELOPMENT
SUCCESSION MANAGEMENT
WORKFORCE, PERFORMANCE,
INCLUSION AND DIVERSITY

BOARD, CEO AND EXECUTIVE RECRUITMENT
PROFESSIONAL RECRUITMENT
RECRUITMENT PROCESS OUTSOURCING
EMPLOYER BRANDS AND
TALENT COMMUNICATIONS
ONBOARDING

