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“Rules?  What rules?  I never knew there were rules for managers!”  Of course there are rules for managers.  These commonly accepted rules make up a body of knowledge usually referred to as “conventional wisdom.”  Many of us as managers follow many of these rules every day.  Do any of these sound familiar to you?  

· Treat everyone exactly the same in order to be fair to all employees.  

· Spend your time with your weakest employees to bring up their level of competence.  

· Don’t be friends or socialize with your employees.  

· Enforce company standards so that each employee follows every required step of each process. 

· The best way to reward an employee is to give him a raise and better benefits.

Over the last 25 years, the Gallup Organization set out to study managers and employees.  Does the conventional wisdom work?  Do employees thrive when managed with this conventional wisdom?  What makes great managers great?  The research, conducted in two massive studies, was based on the following two questions:  “What do the most talented employees need from the workplace?” And “How do the world’s greatest managers find, focus, and keep talented employees?”  First, Break All the Rules-- What the World’s Greatest Managers Do Differently is based on the findings of these two studies.

“What do the most talented employees need from the workplace?”

In the first research study, Gallup surveyed over a million employees from a wide array of companies, industries and countries to research the answer to the question, “What do the most talented employees need from the workplace?”  The research was boiled down to a list of just twelve questions.  These questions provide a measuring stick with which to assess the strength of a workplace.  When companies and managers can create an environment where employees answer positively (strongly agree) to all twelve questions, then managers have built a great place to work.  Surprisingly, none of the questions deal with pay, benefits, work hours, office amenities, or many of the factors that conventional wisdom would indicate.  The twelve questions are:

1. Do I know what is expected of me at work?

2. Do I have the materials and equipment I need to do my work right?

3. At work, do I have the opportunity to do what I do best every day?  

4. In the last seven days, have I received recognition or praise for doing good work?

5. Does my supervisor, or someone at work, seem to care about me as a person?

6. Is there someone at work who encourages my development?  

7. At work, do my opinions seem to count?

8. Does the mission/purpose of my company make me feel my job is important?

9. Are my co-workers committed to doing quality work? 

10. Do I have a best friend at work?

11. In the last six months, has someone at work talked to me about my progress?

12. This last year, have I had opportunities at work to learn and grow?

The authors believe that the twelve questions “capture the most information and the most important information” about worker satisfaction and that the most talented employees often strongly agree when asked these questions.  The authors further tie positive employee responses to the twelve questions with highly desired business outcomes such as productivity, profitability, retention, and customer satisfaction.  

First, Break All the Rules describes in detail the twelve questions, and organizes them into groups or levels.  The authors use a mountain climbing analogy complete with “camps” to describe the most basic of the twelve questions versus the higher-level, more advanced worker satisfaction questions.  

 “How do the world’s greatest managers find, focus, and keep talented employees?”

In the second research project, the Gallup Organization focused on the question:  “How do the world’s greatest managers find, focus, and keep talented employees?”  Researchers conducted 80,000 hour-and-a-half interviews of managers at every level of management.  From that, researchers culled four key roles that great managers need to be able to perform well in order to excel as a manger:  

· Select a person

· Set expectations

· Motivate the person

· Develop the person.  

Great managers, the research found, also share one common trait:  they do not hesitate to break every rule held sacred by conventional wisdom.

To quote authors Buckingham and Coffman, “Conventional wisdom is conventional for a reason:  It is easier.  It is easier to believe that each employee possesses unlimited potential.  It is easier to imagine that the best way to help an employee is by fixing his weaknesses.  It is easier to “do unto others as you would be done unto.”  It is easier to treat everybody the same and so avoid charges of favoritism.  Conventional wisdom is comfortingly, seductively easy.”  But conventional wisdom will not help managers select the right employees nor build an environment where talented employees can thrive.  

First, Break All the Rules explains how great managers:

· Select employees for talent, rather than experience and skills

· Define outcomes for employees and encourage each employee to reach those outcomes using the best method for that employee

· Draw out each person’s strengths rather than trying to fix weaknesses

· Develop each employee by finding the right fit for him or her.

First Break All the Rules offers many engaging examples throughout.  While none of the examples quoted are specific to higher education, the concepts of both research studies can easily be applied to higher education work environments.  First Break All the Rules is an effortless and enjoyable read; it is also available on audio cassette.
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