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interview

power of the intangible
“Why is connection so powerful? Because humans are not machines—we have emotions, 
hopes and dreams, and a conscience.” Michael Lee Stallard takes off from this premise 
in his latest book Connection Culture, and presents a treatise of sorts on the potential 
of human connection and its implications at the workplace.

ow do you perceive the power  
of connection? 
Connection is a bond in a group (team, 
department, organization) based on shared 

identity, empathy, and understanding that moves self-
centered individuals toward group-centered membership. 
We are hardwired to connect. The power comes from how 
feeling connected makes individuals more productive, 

more creative, more energetic, and generally  
more effective. This is why neuroscientist Matthew 
Lieberman describes human connection as a  
superpower. The power of connection benefits the 
organization through improved employee engagement, 
strategic alignment, communication, cooperation, and 
innovation. Combined, this is a powerful boost to 
competitive advantage.  
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times. For example, when drummer Larry Mullen Jr.’s 
mother was killed in a car accident, Bono reached out to 
him so that he would not mourn alone. Early on, when U2 
received a recording contract offer from a huge recording 
label that was contingent upon replacing Larry, Bono told 
the record label no way, it was all of them or none of them. 

Each band member has a voice in decisions. If there 
is a decision that one of the four band members or their 
manager strongly opposes, U2 will not go forward with 
it. The band members say this can take more time and be 
frustrating to work through differences, but it produces 
superior results. And who can argue with them? U2 has 
won more Grammy awards than any band in history and 

they surpassed the Rolling Stones’ record for the highest 
revenue producing concert tour in history.  

Vision (shared identity) + Value 
(shared empathy) + Voice (shared 
understanding) = Connection. How 

would you explain this math?
The formula is an easy way to understand the 

levers that great leaders use to boost connection 
and achieve competitive advantage.  When people share 

an inspiring vision, it creates an 
identity they feel proud of and this 
unites them. When people feel 
valued by others in their group, 
it creates shared empathy that 
unites them.  When people are 
kept informed and have a voice in 
decisions that matter to them, they 

have a shared understanding that unites them. Each lever 
contributes to connection and great leaders understand  
the need to employ all three in order to bring people 
together with tremendous energy, effort, and resilience  
to achieve results. 

Could you give us a brief overview of the 
scientific case for connection—its roots in 
psychology and neuroscience?
Connection Culture has an entire chapter titled ‘The Science 
of Connection’, so I will touch on what I see as the essence.  

What differentiates a culture of connection 
from one that wields control, vis-à-vis the six 
universal needs?   
There are six universal human needs to thrive in the 
workplace: respect, recognition, belonging, autonomy, 
personal growth, and meaning. When these needs are met 
in a connection culture, people describe feeling connected 
to their work, the people they work with (including their 
supervisor), and their customers. 

In a culture of control, individuals with power, control, 
and status rule over the rest. Under those conditions, 
many, if not all, of the universal needs are not met, leaving 
people feeling unsupported, left out, or lonely. Rather than 
energized and fired up, they are more likely to burn out 
over time.

As opposed to a control culture, 
connection culture leads to 
competitive advantage in terms of 
task excellence and productivity. 
Could you elaborate on this thought?
Here is a simple example in the context of a team. 
The rock band U2 was not good when they began 
playing together in the mid-1970s. 
People booed and laughed at them. 
Bono, U2’s leader, lead singer, 
and lyricist, created a connection 
culture by communicating an 
inspiring vision, valuing people, 
and giving them a voice. Bono 
is referring to U2’s connection 
culture when he says U2 is like a strong family and people 
with strong families are typically strong people. He also 
says the way U2 operates is more extraordinary than  
its music.                

You would expect a rock band’s focus to be on making 
money and selling out concert tours. U2’s inspiring vision 
is to create and perform music that advocates human 
rights, social justice, and matters of faith.  

Bono values his bandmates by splitting economic 
profits equally with them, praising each member’s talents 
and character, and being there for them during tough 

When people are kept 
informed and have a  
voice in decisions that  
matter to them, they have  
a shared understanding that 
unites them.
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Culture, which I define as the shared attitudes, language, 
and behaviors of a group (such as a team or department), 
affects human biology. When we feel connected to others, 
the science shows that our brain and other body systems 
operate at a state of balance so they get the right amounts  
of hormones, blood, glucose, and oxygen to perform at 
their best. 

When we feel disconnected, unsupported, left out, 
or lonely, our bodies alter the levels of hormones and 
reallocate blood, glucose, and oxygen to the ‘fight or 
flight’ systems such as the heart, lungs, and thighs in 
preparation for needing to respond quickly. The body’s 
natural ‘stress response’ is good if we are facing a 
short-term threat such as an attack. However, if 
working in cultures of control or indifference 
cause our bodies to become stuck in stress 
response, we become more vulnerable to 
anxiety, depression, and addiction. 

What are the character strengths a leader 
would need to transform 
work culture? 
In our work with companies, we 
use the 24 character strengths 
from positive psychology research. 
Among the most important for 
leaders are judgment, perspective, 
bravery, perseverance, honesty, zest, 
love, social intelligence, fairness, 
leadership, humility, self-regulation, appreciation of beauty 
and excellence, hope, and spirituality. 

Could you speak about a leader who has 
successfully built a connection culture? 
Pfizer’s CEO Ian Reed is creating a global connection 
culture at the pharmaceutical giant. Here are just a few of 
the many ways Pfizer is being intentional about its culture. 
Pfizer values people by maintaining a ‘no jerks’ policy 
when it comes to respecting people. Pfizer uses the more 
egalitarian term ‘colleagues’ when referring to employees. 
Reed gave Pfizer colleagues a greater voice when he started 
a campaign called ‘straight talk’. When you travel to Pfizer 

locations around the world, you will hear colleagues say 
“in the spirit of straight talk…” before they openly share 
their opinions, ideas, information, or knowledge that might 
otherwise feel unsafe to share, absent the understanding 
and protection that comes from Pfizer’s embrace of  
straight talk. 

The need/importance of ‘connection’ has to be 
felt across an organization. How does a leader 
get others in the organization to nurture it? 
It is not difficult to create a connection subculture on a 

team or in a business unit if you have a good leader. 
Creating a connection culture across an entire 

organization, however, is more challenging 
because it means converting any subcultures 
of control and indifference into connection 
subcultures.  A system is therefore necessary. 

In the system, training is first required 
so people know what connection is, why it is 

important to them and to the organization, and 
what increases and diminishes 
connection. Second, employee 
engagement surveys are necessary to 
identify managers who are creating 
connection cultures and those who 
are not. Third, the best managers 
at creating connection cultures and 
achieving performance objectives 
should teach and coach those 

managers who need help creating connection cultures. 
Over time, this system converts subcultures of control and 
indifference into connection subcultures.

Could you describe the intentional disconnector, 
unintentional disconnector, and the  
intentional connector?
Intentional disconnectors have psychological issues that 
prevent them from connecting with others (psychiatrists 
refer to them as the dark triad: psychopaths, narcissists, 
and Machiavellians). They sow disconnection. Most 
people are unintentional disconnectors, having  blind 
spots that diminish their ability to connect. The blind spot 

Creating a connection 
culture is more challenging 
because it means converting 
any subcultures of control 
and indifference into 
connection subcultures. 
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might be a tendency to be argumentative, an attitude of 
always wanting to win, or a habit of being a people pleaser. 
Intentional connectors are people who overcame their 
blind spots by getting feedback from coaches and mentors, 
then working to change their behavior so that connecting 
became a habit and part of their character.

Given the smooth knowledge flow and 
relationship excellence it envisages, connection 
culture sets the ideal setting for risk-taking and 
innovation. Could you cite an example?
Qualcomm intentionally creates connection culture with 
a group called Qualcomm ImpaQt led by a dynamic 
leader named Navrina Singh. Navrina and her team 
are connected throughout Qualcomm; they are 
a safe group to come to and they intentionally 
solicit ideas for new businesses and products. 
One Qualcomm employee, an architect by 
background, came up with an idea to create 
and offer surround sound for cell phones. He 
shared it with Qualcomm ImpaQt. Navrina and 
her team pulled brilliant technical talent together 
and together they cracked the code. It recently became 
available in the marketplace.  

Should not an ideal 
organizational culture be a 
judicious mix of control and 
connection, considering that 
connection culture could lead to complacency 
at times?
Our model is as follows: task excellence + connection 
culture = sustainable superior performance.  In other 
words, it is necessary to be intentional about achieving both 
task excellence and connection culture. Being intentional 
about achieving task excellence involves metrics, proper 
financial and managerial accounting controls, and various 
other disciplines that have an aspect of control to them.  

We do not recommend controlling people, however. There 
is a difference.  

Being an intangible commodity, how would  
one measure the degree of ‘connection’ in  
an organization?
In the employee engagement surveys we do for clients, we 
include questions you would find in a typical employee 
engagement survey as well as questions about whether 
or not an employee is experiencing the stated values of 
the organization. It is also useful to offer opportunities 
for employees to share anecdotes of times in which they 
have felt connected to their peers, their supervisor, and 

the organization. Through learning these personal 
experiences, clients can identify best practices and 

intentional connectors.

What are the dangers of a culture 
where connection seems elusive?

The danger is managerial failure and survival. 
A lack or deficiency of connection negatively 

affects individual employee engagement and 
execution (which I addressed above). Absent 

connection, knowledge traps build 
up, just like cholesterol builds up 
in an unhealthy cardiovascular 
system and leads to a heart attack.
Knowledge traps include rivalries, 
departmental silos, and decision-

makers who do not seek and consider the opinions and 
ideas of others. Connection stimulates knowledge flow that 
is essential to optimal decision-making and maintaining a 
robust internal marketplace of ideas that fuels innovation. 

Most people are unintentional 
disconnectors, having  blind 
spots that diminish their 
ability to connect.

As told to Anitha Moosath
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