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Creating a Life-Giving Work
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Organizations
By Michael Lee Stallard

T

here are three types of cultures
in organizations. The worst culture is a “Dog-Eat-Dog Culture” where people with the
most power, control and influence dominate others. The second type of
culture, the “Culture of Indifference,” is predominant today. In this culture people are so
focused on tasks they fail to take sufficient
time to develop relationship excellence and
this failure eventually sabotages task excellence by diminishing employee engagement.

The best culture is a “Connection
Culture.” In this culture people are intentional about developing task excellence and they are intentional about
developing relationship excellence.
People who work in a Connection
Culture feel a sense of connection to
one another and to their collective

“Connection” is defined as a bond based on shared
identity, empathy and understanding that moves individuals toward group-centered membership. Connection is a universal emotion.
Languages throughout the world include words that
describe a sense of connection. In America, we might
refer to connection as “team spirit” or perhaps we would
use the French phrase “esprit de corps,” which means
“spirit of the body.” Across Africa, you will hear the
term “Ubuntu” which means the “spirit of community.”
work. As a result, they give their best
efforts and align their behavior with
organizational goals.
They are more energetic, more enthusiastic, more productive, and more
innovative. They also communicate
better and, in doing so, help decisionmakers become better informed so
they can make better decisions.
Patients and their families benefit
from Connection Cultures, too, as the
feeling of connection among the health
care professionals extends to them and
helps reduce the stress and anxiety that
accompany illness.
“Connection” is defined as a bond
based on shared identity, empathy and
understanding that moves individuals
toward group-centered membership.
Connection is a universal emotion.
Languages throughout the world
include words that describe a sense of
connection. In America, we might
refer to connection as “team spirit” or
perhaps we would use the French
phrase “esprit de corps,” which means
“spirit of the body.” Across Africa, you
will hear the term “Ubuntu” which

means the “spirit of community.”
In Japan, the word “ittaikan,
一体感,”
感 literally means “to feel as
one body of people.” Many other words
describe types of human connection including social capital, attachment, love,
camaraderie, team cohesion, and “to
click with someone.”
Connection in
Healthcare Settings
As an example of a Connection Culture in a healthcare setting, let me
share a personal experience. My wife
Katie was diagnosed with breast cancer in 2003 and advanced ovarian cancer in 2004.
The health care workers we met at
Greenwich Hospital, part of the YaleNew Haven Health System, near our
home in Greenwich, Connecticut, were
kind and compassionate to us.
Our whole family, including our
daughters, who were 12 and 10 at the
time, felt connected to the people we
met there, including our doctors,
nurses, the environmental services
staff and the people who worked in
the cafeteria.
These connections helped us cope
with the stress and anxiety from our
concern about Katie’s uncertain future.
After Katie completed six rounds
of chemotherapy during the spring of
2004, we decided to seek additional
treatment for her at Memorial Sloan
Kettering Cancer Center in New York
City. I’ll never forget our first visit to
Sloan Kettering.
As we came within eyesight of the
entrance of Sloan Kettering’s Rockefeller Outpatient Pavilion on 53rd
Street in midtown Manhattan, a tall
doorman with a dark complexion and
striking blue eyes locked his eyes on
Katie and greeted her like a returning
friend. This surprised me, given that
people in New York City rarely make
eye contact.
It dawned on me that the doorman,
whose name we later learned was
Nick, likely identified the cancer patients because of their wigs.
Nick was intentionally reaching
out to connect with Katie and oth-

3 • Addiction and Behavioral Health Business Journal • Fall 2012 • abhbusinessjournal.com

ers whom he recognized were cancer patients.
After being greeted by Nick, we
walked into the lobby where a receptionist was calling everyone “honey.”
This, also, rarely happens in New York
City. The security and administrative
people we encountered were friendly
and helpful.

Vision exists when everyone in an organization is motivated by the mission, united by the values and proud
of the reputation. Vision also includes an organization’s values—its core beliefs about the ways it goes
about doing its work...

When we met our oncologist, Dr.
Martee Hensley, she was upbeat and
optimistic. She spent an hour educating us about the treatment options and
answering our long list of questions.
By the end of our visit, I had two
distinct reactions. First, I knew this
was one of the best medical teams in
the world to treat advanced ovarian
cancer because I had done my research. Second, I knew they cared, because I could FEEL it.
The knowledge of their competence and the feeling of connection to
them made me more optimistic that
together we may be able to get Katie
and our family through the difficult
season ahead.
One day while Katie was undergoing a chemotherapy treatment, I
happened across a meeting held in an
open lounge area near the gift shop.
The gathered Sloan Kettering employees—including Nick—were discussing the results of an employee
satisfaction survey.
As I stood nearby, I heard them
speak about how much they loved their
patients, their colleagues and their
cause, which is summed up in a phrase
that appears beneath Memorial Sloan
Kettering’s logo: “the best cancer care,
anywhere.” It was a moment of insight
as I came to see that the culture of the

gynecological oncology group at Sloan
Kettering was a Connection Culture.
Earlier this year, Katie celebrated
her eighth year of being cancer free.
There are many factors that contribute
to helping patients survive life-threatening illnesses.
Research supports that the medical
care Katie received and her faith
helped her survive.
In addition, research has established that the psychosocial support
that came from feeling connected with
our family, friends and the health care
workers we interacted with also helped
Katie survive.
In a Connection Culture collective
beliefs and behaviors promote this
bond of connection among people.
There are three distinct elements in a
Connection Culture that we summarize
as Vision, Value and Voice.
Vision
Vision exists when everyone in an organization is motivated by the mission,
united by the values and proud of the
reputation. Vision includes Memorial
Sloan Kettering’s mission, to provide
“the best cancer care, anywhere,”
which I referred to earlier.
The M.D. Anderson Cancer Center has a strong vision summarized in
the phrase that appears as part of its
logo: “making cancer history.” M.D.
Anderson is the largest cancer center
in the world and it has a reputation as
one of the very best. M.D. Anderson’s
Vision provides an enormous source of
pride to its employees and it helps connect them.
Vision also includes an organization’s values—its core beliefs about
the ways it goes about doing its work
and, by inference, the ways it deems
as unacceptable.
For example, many health care organizations embrace the values of excellence, integrity, respect, and caring
and compassion for patients and their
families. Leaders are responsible for
making these values clear.
They do this by articulating them
in word and deed. Because Vision
leaks as people get caught up in the
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day-to-day tasks and lose sight of it,
leaders must regularly communicate
the Vision.
Value
Value is the heart of a Connection
Culture. Value exists when everyone
in the organization understands the
needs of people, appreciates their pos-

Value is the heart of a Connection Culture. Value exists when everyone in the organization understands
the needs of people, appreciates their positive, unique
contributions, and helps them achieve their potential.
People in a Connection Culture value others as
human beings and treat them as such rather than treating them as “human doings.”
itive, unique contributions, and helps
them achieve their potential. People
in a Connection Culture value others
as human beings and treat them as
such rather than treating them as
“human doings.”
Dr. Herbert Pardes, when he was
president and CEO of the not-for-profit
New York–Presbyterian Hospital, was
a great example of a leader who promoted Value in a healthcare culture.
Dr. Pardes, well-respected psychiatrist and former director of the National Institute of Mental Health,
devoted time to making bedside visits
to patients, something that other leaders might dismiss as inefficient.
Why did he do this? First and foremost, Dr. Pardes is passionate about
providing humane health care.
As a seven-year-old boy, he was
hospitalized for months on end with
Perthes disease.
During this time he was forced to
endure procedures without explanation, administered by detached health
care professionals.
Hospital policies in the early
1940s also limited the time he could
spend with his family, time that might

have reduced his feelings of anxiety
and sadness. This traumatic experience
transformed Herb Pardes’ life and instilled within him a passion to improve
the delivery of health care.
In addition to modeling Value by
taking time to connect with patients
and their families, Dr. Pardes valued
health care employees at New York–
Presbyterian. He put practices in place
to assure that people who worked at
New York–Presbyterian were caring
individuals and that they would be engaged at work.
He advocated that everyone
should have personal and professional
mentors, and he strived to help the
people he led balance their personal
lives and professional growth. To extend the feeling of connection outward,
he encouraged staff members to memorize the names of patients and their
family members as well.
By combining Value in the hospital system’s culture along with sound
management practices, Dr. Pardes and
his team turned around the struggling
hospital system. Under Dr. Pardes’
leadership, New York–Presbyterian’s
revenue rose from $1.7 billion in 1999
to $3.7 billion in 2011.
Although most hospitals struggle
to attract and retain nurses, New
York–Presbyterian’s vacancy rate for
nurses was less than one-third the national average. The New York Times
observed that while “most urban hospitals have struggled, New York–
Presbyterian has thrived.”
Voice
The third element of a Connection
Culture is Voice. This element exists
when everyone in the organization
seeks the ideas of others, shares their
ideas honestly and safeguards relational connections.
A culture with Voice reflects the
character strengths of humility, integrity, curiosity, open-mindedness,
courage and love of learning. In these
cultures, decision-makers know that
they don’t have a monopoly on good
ideas so they are intentional about
keeping people in the loop on matters
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that are important to them and seeking
their ideas and opinions to get different perspectives.
In “Fired Up or Burned Out,” I
wrote about the late Dr. Fred Epstein, a
world-famous pediatric neurosurgeon
and founder of the Institute for Neurology and Neurosurgery (the “INN”)
at Beth Israel Hospital in New York
City. Dr. Epstein instilled both Vision
and Value in the INN’s culture.
He was also intentional about increasing Voice by reducing the degree
of formality and making doctors and
staff more approachable. White coats
were banned.
Doctors were addressed by their
first names. Doctors, nurses, and other
health care professionals were encouraged to collaborate with one another
rather than treat doctors as if they were
better than everyone else.
Inevitably, there are a lot of conversations in cultures with Voice.
These conversations produce a marketplace of ideas that fuels innovation.
Why? Innovation often comes when an
individual connects ideas that were not
previously connected.
Here is a simple example. At the
1904 World’s Fair held in Saint Louis,
an ice cream vendor ran out of bowls.
The enterprising vendor noticed that
the waffles sold by a nearby vendor
curled up into the shape of a cone as
they cooled off.
He purchased the waffles, put ice
cream on top of them and sold them as
“ice cream cones.” This pattern of connecting things that were not previously
connected applies to most innovations.
Encouraging the flow of knowledge and information across silos and
domains via conversation and communication increases the likelihood
that people will connect ideas and
create new and improved approaches
and processes.
The Science of Connection
Conversation and connection are also
important to heal the corrosive effects
of chronic stress that many health care
workers, patients and their families experience. Research shows that chronic

stress damages telomeres, the caps at
the end of chromosomes, by shortening them.
This damage weakens the immune
system and promotes rapid aging.
Conversations in which participants
experience mutual empathy and emotional support release telomerase, an
enzyme that heals damaged telomeres.
Carol W. Greider and Elizabeth

The third element of a Connection Culture is Voice.
This element exists when everyone in the organization
seeks the ideas of others, shares their ideas honestly
and safeguards relational connections.
A culture with Voice reflects the character strengths of
humility, integrity, curiosity, open-mindedness, courage
and love of learning. In these cultures, decision-makers
know that they don’t have a monopoly on good ideas so
they are intentional about keeping people in the loop on
matters that are important to them and seeking their ideas
and opinions to get different perspectives.
Blackburn discovered the healing effects of telomerase in 1984 by studying a support group for caregiver
mothers of chronically ill children. Together with Jack W. Szostak, Greider
and Blackburn were awarded the 2009
Nobel Prize in Physiology or Medicine
for their discovery.
Other research studies support the
positive effects of promoting connection in organizational cultures. Studies
by the Gallup Organization established
that business units where employees
felt more engaged and connected experienced superior organization outcomes such as improved safety and
higher customer satisfaction, revenue
and profitability.
A 2004 global study of 50,000 individuals conducted by the Corporate
Executive Board established that people who felt engaged and connected at
work were 20 percent more productive
than the average employee. That’s an
additional day of productivity in a fiveday work week!
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The sad truth is that most Americans are less connected today. There
are many reasons for this. Today, 28
percent of homes are single-person
households, the highest percentage in
U.S. history.
Other contributing factors include the geographic spread of families,
lower
participation
in

To create a Connection Culture in your organization,
begin by educating people to understand what connection is, why it’s important and how it’s created. Teach
them that unless people feel connected, they merely
show up for the paycheck and don’t give their best efforts or align their behavior with organizational goals.
They must understand that both task and relationship excellence are necessary to achieve sustainable superior performance and that relationship
excellence comes from creating a Connection Culture with Vision, Value and Voice.
community groups, historically high
divorce rates, and greater time spent
alone engaged in media including television and the Internet. The decline
of connection in life outside of work
means that more people are coming
to work looking for a sense of connection and community.
To Create a Connection Culture:
Educate, Inspire,
Measure and Mentor
To create a Connection Culture in your
organization, begin by educating people to understand what connection is,
why it’s important and how it’s created. Teach them that unless people
feel connected, they merely show up
for the paycheck and don’t give their
best efforts or align their behavior with
organizational goals.
In educating people, they need to
learn that most people are focused and
intentional about developing task excellence but not intentional about developing relationship excellence.

They must understand that both
task and relationship excellence are
necessary to achieve sustainable superior performance and that relationship excellence comes from creating
a Connection Culture with Vision,
Value and Voice.
Use training programs that speak
to people who have diverse learning
styles. Incorporate an easy-to-remember framework to help them see the big
picture. Use research to reach people
who are more analytical.
Be sure to inspire people to connect by telling engaging stories about
intentional connectors so that your employees will want to become like them.
Describe specific behaviors that
connect and employ experiential exercises to help people begin to know
what the behaviors feel like when they
implement them.
Get them to commit to implementing some of these behaviors and follow
up to hold them accountable.
Establishing processes is also essential to creating a Connection Culture. Use employee engagement
surveys to identify leaders who are
struggling to connect.
Use 360-degree performance reviews to identify areas to encourage
people when it comes to their strengths
and identify their blind spots where
they need to grow. Coaches and/or
peer mentors will help them develop
into connectors.
Many people ask me if culture
change must come from the top of the
organization. That’s ideal, certainly. In
the best of circumstances, leaders at
the top strive to develop a Connection
Culture with their direct reports and
expect them to do the same with the
people they are responsible for leading. This creates a Connection Culture
that cascades down the organization’s
decision-making hierarchy.
Sadly, many leaders at the top of
organizations give lip service to valuing people and the importance of relationships but they aren’t intentional
about developing relationship excellence. Furthermore, many leaders don't
understand that it’s necessary to create
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a Connection Culture in order to achieve relationship excellence. In these cases, I encourage people to develop
an island of connection with the people they work alongside each day.
Research from the Gallup Organization shows that in
most organizations, team cultures include a wide range
when it comes to engagement and connection.
Typically you will find a team that feels connected
to one another and is fired up working down the hall from
a team with low connection.
This shows that most leaders at the top of organizations are not intentional about focusing on developing relationship excellence.
Unfortunately, people don’t drift toward relationship excellence and connection. They drift toward indifference and disconnection. Unless you are intentional
about connecting and developing Connection Cultures,
it will never happen.
While this may sound bleak to some, I want you
to see it as a major opportunity. Become intentional
and courageous like Dr. Hensley and Nick the doorman, Dr. Pardes, and Dr. Epstein. These individ-

uals have been a force for connection in their respective organizations.
Like them, you can make a difference in the lives of
your colleagues, patients and their families that you come
in contact with each day.
Mark this day—begin connecting and just watch
what happens. You will experience the productivity,
prosperity and joy that comes from being an intentional connector.

u
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