Can you Create Spirit in your Workplace?
By Dennis Jaffe, Ph.D.

Aswe see post-911 layoffs and job disruption caused by the business
slowdown, mergers and consolidation, the very concept of loyalty and
commitment to an employer isunder question. At the sametime, whenever
someone holds aworkshop on Spirituality at Work, there are standing room
only crowds. Isthis nostalgiafor alost but not forgotten experience, or are
there genuine and important factorsthat areleading some organizationsto
reconsider the waysthat they build bonds of commitment, connection and
community with their employees?

| have worked for more than 30 yearsto help workplaces become more
human, and to utilize not just the bodies, but the minds and yes, even the
hearts, of their employees. Whilemany peoplefed instinctively thatitis
“right” for workplacesto respect their employees, thereis dispute about
whether there are business reasons to do this, and how one should go about
building these bondsin an organization that does so lessthan it could. In this
articlel will outlinethemajor areaswherethere seemsto bejustification for
practicesthat increasethe“ spirit” of the workplace.

People doubt that an organization can support people’ s spirit. Most of you
own or work for smaller businesses, often run by family members. Such
companies can be moreinformal, and more supportive of individuals, but
they can also be more chaotic, disorganized and unfair. Thisarticlewill
suggest that, asaleader of asmall furniture manufacturing or retailer, you
canbegintoinitiateactivitiesthat canretain your employee’ sloyalty and
commitment by supporting peopl€e’ sspiritin concrete ways. Itismorethan
making speeches and proclaiming your respect for people; creating spiritis
about action rather than intention.

After downsizing, mergers, restructuring and other changes, the peoplewho
areleft are often shell-shocked, anxious, uncertain and disconnected from
theorganization. Asevery businessischallenged, people are expected to do
more and moreto preservetheir jobs and the company, even though
sometimes the company can’'t afford to pay them any more. Employeesare
disillusioned, andfeel acutely thelack of stability and predictability of the
past, which they tend to idealize. They find it hard to recommit themselves
to the organization, to want to do their best, or even to know how to put



forththeir best effortsin aturbulent, uncertain workplace. This
disconnection between the person and the organi zation has been
characterized asdiminished loyalty, trust, commitment and willingnessto
identify and put forth extraeffort for the organization. It isnot hel pful to
blametheorganization or theindividual for thisstate of affairs. Rather, the
organization must take the problem seriously, and consider waysto
reconnect with the employeesthat are till there, the onesthey want to
retain.

Spirit represents a connection to something deep and important, contacting
aninner resourcethat containsenergy, intelligence, and can help keep a
person, or acommunity, on course. It represents a pathway to a deep,
rejuvenating capability to get desired resultsin away that respectsand
enhancesthe wellbeing of the people who are part of it. People want to get
in touch with spirit for many reasons. First, it makeswork meaningful,
because peopl e see the connection between what they do and something
important. Second, spirit hel ps people get aligned so that they areall
workinginthesamedirection. Third, spirit motivates peopleto higher levels
of effort and performance. Fourth, spirit helps people trust and respect each
other, leading to more open, sensitive and supportiverelationships. And
finally, spirit helpsworkplaces connect to ahigher purpose that goes beyond
the work itself, to link the organi zation with issuesin the environment, of
social responsibility, andto itsimpact on theenvironment. Clearly, if spirit
can do all these things, acompany would want to provide as much of it as
possible.

Y et, workplaces either givelip serviceto the resources of the spirit, or act as
If they feel that spirit will causethe organizationtoloseitsability todoits

best work. Approachesto motivation that are based in external rewards, fear
of losing one’ sjob, highly heroic and individual effortsand competitiveness,
and conformity to one's bosses or procedures, are presented as the ways to
get things done. Anyone who disagreesisdisregarded as naive or unrealistic.

Spirituality inthe workplace has been mistakenly seen, by both advocates
and critics, asmeaning religionintheworkplace. Inthat many elements of
religionarespiritual, spiritual practicesin organizationsoftentakeonsome
qualitiesof religiouspractices. For example, looking at personal values,
using techniqueslike meditation andinner reflection, val uesabout respect
and concernfor other people, al havetheir rootsinreligioustraditions. Y et
spirituality intheworkplaceisnot about having Bible study groupsat lunch.



Rather it isabout practicesthat spanindividual religioustraditionsand focus
on values and insights that are common to all or most of them. Most
workplacesare sensitiveto not offending or promoting any religiousgroup
when they do thingsthat are seen as“ spiritual,” though any work practice
has at |east the potential to offend or put off somereligious group.

Developing spiritinan organizationisreally based on someparticular
values about how peoplework together, that contrastswith the traditional
valuesthat do not trust people to contribute unless forced to. For people to
feel intouchwith the spirit of their organization, they need tofeel that

» they are valued as peopl e by the organization and the people around

them,

* they aretold the truth about what is happening,

» that are asked to participatein hel ping the organi zation to achieve

success,

» they sharefairly in therewardsfor good work,

* they can get the resources they need to do their job,

* they can ask questions and suggest relevant changes and

improvements, and

» the organization will use some of its resourcesto support their

individual livesand futures.

Several common practices are used to develop thisspirit. They al havein
common that they empower individual sto use more of themselves. No
singleactivity is"“theanswer.” Rather, organizationsthat allow several of
these practicesto take root, and develop programs and values that support
their emergence, sometimes spontaneously, becomeregarded as“ great
placesto work.”

1) Help peoplefind their inner pur pose and mission.

When there has been change, and when anew team must come together, one
way for peopleto come together as agroup, and to look at how they will
work together, isto start with each person. Looking at deep purpose, asking
yourself why you do the work you do, what isimportant to you about it, and
how you want to do your work, represents an awakening of spirit that serves
two functions. First, it enables peopleto look at themselves, and instead of
trying to figure out what the organization, or otherswant, to ask themsel ves.
Thisisdeeply stimulating, as people come up with waysthat they can do
something special at work. The personal purposes that emerge focuson
Issues like respecting other people, creating a place where people can do



their best work, completing a special project or piece of work, or helping
their group achieveagoal. These personal missionsareclearly helpful tothe
organization aswell asrenewing for individuals.

The second effect of focus on personal mission isto help the team get to
know each other in another way, and to learn something about how each
person wants to be recognized, something about what matters to them about
their work. The effect of focus on persona mission isto help peoplefeel
morein touch and linked to each other, and more caring, trusting and
supportive as ateam.

2) Collaborate to define the organization’s deep vision.

Asthe organization gets more complex, and demands from customers,
competitors and the environment shift constantly, employeesget confused
about what they are supported to be doing, or how their work can really
makeadifferenceinthewholeorganization. Itiswell knownthat apersonis
more effectiveif they understand how their work fitsinwith the big picture.
When an organization ischanging, what is consistent that allows peopleto
know what the organization is supposed to be doing?

Organizationsarefinding that they can alignthe efforts of many, sometimes
many thousand in many countries, doing many tasks, around a set of values,
principlesand pictures of what it important. Thisisthe vision of wherethe
organizationisgoing. Thevisionisnot static. Whileit hasmany continuing
elements, it must also be up-dated and re-defined as time goes on. For
exampl e, thevast changesat large organizationslike Searsand | BM
involved not just thewhol e organization, but each part rethinking their
vision, and how they would reachiit.

Inaspirited organization, the visionisnot just atop-down effort. The top
|leadership, the founders, and sometimesthe owners, set astakein the
ground. But to tap into spirit, employeesthroughout the organi zation haveto
link thevisionto their ownwork, and defineitinrelationtotheir own
environment. Thework of developing avision in adeep, spiritual way,
involvestaking abig picturevision, and having exchangein many parts of
theorganization, including all levels, about what it meansand how they see
it. Then, their experiences and ideas are collected and used to revise and
developthevisionfurther. Finally, thevisionissomething that many people
havetouched, feel part of, and hold within them asthey work. If peoplefeel
that what they do matters, that what the organization isdoing or how it does



it, they feel they cantakeinitiative, and act appropriately. Thisfeelingis
passed on to other employees, and to customers.

3) Createand live by a set of values about people and working together .
Related to the work on personal purpose and organizational vision, the
organization, and thework team, can clarify itsval ues about doing work.
Valuesand spirit are almost synonymous, inthat avalueisadeep enduring
guideto action that isconsidered good initself. While an organi zation can
do many things, it also embodies values such astreating customers and
employeeswith respect, hel ping other peopleto their job, and looking for
creative new ideas. Weall know that an organi zation can also embody more
sinister values—such as competing for every job, the primacy of individual
results, treating peoplelower inthe organization asinferior, not listening or
respecting new ideas, pleasing the boss, and other signs of aworkplace that
valuesfear, power and conformity.

The path to shifting toward values that embody respect for the employee and
the capability of each personisaspiritual principlethatisrootedin
psychology of motivation. Thousands of research studies continually
demonstrate that peoplework better when they feel valued, whenthey are
praised, when they get feedback, and in the absence of fear and intimidation.
Y et, many workplaceseither ignorethis, or feel that peoplework better
through fear.

Thefocus on desired values, and how the team or organization does or does
not live up to them, isan important activity in developing ateam, and
releasing the spirit of aworkplace. It enables people to discuss how they
want to do things, and go beyond getting tasks completed to look at how the
deeper levelsof their work.

4) Practicesthat tap inner creativity and wisdom.

Workplaces have found that they ask peopleto offer commitment of time
and task, but they rarely have waysto tap into the deeper level s of personal
creativity and wisdom of many of their employees. The old assumptionswas
that afew people at thetop, or in strategic planning and R & D would be the
creators, and therest of the peoplewould follow along. Today, many
organizationsfind that many, if not all, of their employeesmust exercise
judgment and creativity daily in working with customers, in rethinking
products or services, or in looking for opportunities or waysto leverage what
they have. Theterm knowledge workers, and the concept of Intellectual



Capital, torefer to the knowledge that is carried within the people of the
organization, who can leave at any time, isbecoming more common.
Organizationsfind that theway that they involvetheir peoplerelatesto how
much of themselvesthey arewilling to share.

Unfortunately, many of the processes of work serve not only to turn the
organization off to potential giftsof individuals, but also to stop peoplefrom
even listening to themselves. The phrase “why bother” cropsup all too often
when people know something that could be done and don’t feel that they can
have any impact.

Thequality movement wasearly in seeing that an organization grew invalue
when it tapped the thousands of small innovations of its employees. Today,
thefocus on knowledge management, which is seen asatechnical task of
having appropriateinformation systems, hasaspiritual dimensionwhen it
looksfor waysto help employeeslisten to themselves, and cultivate
processesthat liberate creativity, and apply it to the key business problems
of theorganization. Practicesthat build creativeexchangein groups and
teamsincreasingly have aspiritual edge—in that they incorporate techniques
of meditation, deep reflection and looking inward that are part of many
cultural traditions.

5) Increase emotional intelligence in work relationships.

It may seem that emotional intelligencewasdiscovered only recently. Y et
thetraditionsof humanistic psychol ogy and the human potential movement

of the 60s, despite their excesses, were based on some of the same concepts,
as are the management theories of Deming (drive fear out of the workplace,
encourage participation), Tom Peters, Ed Schein, Chris Argyris, Rosabeth
Kanter, John K otter, Jeffrey Pfeffer, Ed Lawler and many of the

conventional modelsof workplace participationandinvolvement. They are
also backed by health research that suggeststhat support, self-expression and
respect create greater physical health.

Emotional intelligenceistheresource of supporting peoplewho areableto
listen to others, respect their points of view, and move ahead with sensitivity
toinvolving othersrather thanintimidating them. Processeswhich cultivate
and value sensitivity to others, and build trust and fairness at work are
fundamental to any workplace, and so it may be astretch to call them
gpiritual. The new focus emphasi zes building these principlesinto the
process of management and supervision, such that managerslearnto work



not by traditional power of their authority, but by building consensus,
Inviting participation, and allowing peopleto put their own stamp onthe
workplace.

6) Create a climate of dialogue and discovery.

Diaogue hasalong history in philosophy, and amorerecent history inthe
work of physicist/philosopher David Bohm, made popular in management

by the work of Peter Senge and David Isaacs. Echoing the principles of
emotional intelligence, the practice of dial ogue combinesmany of the
processes above. Dialogueisaway of allowing aconversation to flow and
develop by combining the ability to listen to oneself, and to look at one's
assumptions and personal response to others, and to listen and be open to the
ideas and experience of others. In dialogue, people are learning from each
other and themselves, and building ashared reality that can be applied to
resol ving abusiness problem, devel oping ateam, resolving adeep conflict
between members of agroup, or developing astrategy or plan for
implementation. Dialogueisaspecific set of skillsthat agroup can usefor
some part of itswork together. In a dialogue process, you are less concerned
with advocating your ownviews, although that happens, than withinquiring
Into how they cameto be, and testing them in light of the reactionsto others.

7) Develop managers' skills as facilitator s and mentors.

Thefinal areaof spirit at work involves teaching and devel oping managers
intheskillsof leading by involvement, emotional intelligence, dialogueand
discovery. Thisisnot an easy task, and many managers may say they want
to act thisway, but either through not having good models, not getting
feedback about their behavior and their effect on the peopl e around them, by
not having the skill to operatein thisway, or by not being ableto deal with
the emotional feelingsof loss of control and uncertainty, they are not ableto
put them into practice.

To develop spirit in the workplace, you need not just to tell managers how
good it will be, but you need to train them, and support them, in some very
new and different skillsand practices. When thetop |eadership has

devel oped a deep and genuine commitment to these new ways of work, it
can be undone, or be dead on arrival, if the managers are not taught and
supported to work in anew way. Often performance evaluation, and other
systems, need to be redefined to support the new values that the workplace
and theleadership desire.



Conclusion

It isnot enough for aleader to decide that he or she wantsto develop a
spiritual perspective, or practice, intheir company. Infact, when aleader
gets excited about these ideas they are often dismissed and ignored in the
organization not because people are opposed to them, but because they are
not clear how to makethem real. Spiritual values about people and work
need to belinked to workplace practi ces, which begin with learning how to
do them. They need to be supported by the actions of peoplein all levels of
the organization, and rewarded. If an organi zation want to embark on this
path, they need to devel op learning processes that teach people new ways,
and help them begin to practicethem. They can make a great differencein
theorganization, but it must beremembered that they entail amajor
commitment, and incur astart-up cost for time and learning. How the
internal leader can do thisisthe subject of another paper.
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