DON’'T BLAME THE

LETTUCE

Insights to help you
grow as a leader and nurture
your workplace culture

ERIC STUTZMAN, WENDY LOEWEN, RANDY GRIESER
ACHIEVE Centre for Leadership




DON’T BLAME THE

LETTUCE

Insights to help you
grow as a leader and nurture
your workplace culture

ERIC STUTZMAN
WENDY LOEWEN
RANDY GRIESER

f\P
ACHIEVE

PUBLISHING



Copyright © 2022 by ACHIEVE Publishing. All rights reserved. No part of
this book may be reproduced, scanned, or distributed in any manner without

written permission.

Published by ACHIEVE Publishing
120 Sherbrook Street, Winnipeg, Manitoba R3C 2B4
www.achieve-publishing.com

f\P

ACHIEVE
PUBLISHING

Bulk discounts available. For details contact:
ACHIEVE Publishing at 877-270-9776 or info@achievecentre.com

This book is typeset in Minion Pro and Proxima Nova.
Printed with vegetable-based inks on 100% PCW paper.

ISBN: 978-1-988617-21-3
ISBN: 978-1-988617-22-0 (e-book)

Printed and bound in Canada
First edition, first printing

Book design by Ninth and May Design Co.
10987654321

Disclaimer: The publisher, editor, and authors disclaim any implied warranties
for a particular purpose. The advice and strategies contained in this book may
not be suitable for your situation. Readers should also be aware that URLs
offered as citations and/or sources for further information may have changed
or disappeared after the publication date. Furthermore, the editor, authors, or
publisher do not have any control over and do not assume any responsibility
for third-party websites or their content.



To our staff, who have taught us the most.



CONTENTS

Introduction « p.IX

1 Don’t Blame the Lettuce « p.1

2 Lessons on Influence from Unlikely Places « p.5
3 Encouraging Dissenting Voices « p.10

4 Leader, Know Thyself « p.14

5 R-E-S-P-E-C-T « p.19

6 The Value of Values - p.25

7 Navigating Rough Waters « p.29

8 Why Vulnerability Makes a Better Leader - p.35
9 Let It Go « p.39

10 Learning from Others - p.44

1 Find the Hidden Sources of Conflict - p.49

12 Advancing Your Vision by Saying No - p.55

13 You're Hired « p.59

14  Breaking up Is Hard to Do - p.65

15 Your Decision-Making Process Matters « p.70
16  Take the Time to Listen « p.74

17  Support Mental Health at Work « p.79

18 How to Lead a Difficult Person « p.83

19 Remove Barriers to Engagement - p.88

20 What My Concussion Taught Me about Resilience « p.93
21 The Secret to Building Trust - p.98

22 Coaching Is a Catalyst for Change « p.103

23 Communicate Like You’re Always On « p.108
24 In Sickness and in Health « p.113

25 Move Beyond Gender Equality « p.117

26 Lead with a Sense of Urgency « p.122

27 Are You Controlling or Connecting? « p.127

28 Always Tell the Truth « p.133

29 Trauma-Informed Leadership « p.138



30
31

32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39
40
M

42
43
44
45
46
47
43
49
50

52
53

Is Your Feedback Fair? « p.144

Grow Stronger Together « p.150

When Leadership Transitions - p.154

Take the Lead in Emotional Authenticity « p.158
Focus on Culture, Not Perks « p.163

Let’s Talk about the Elephant in the Room « p.168
Harnessing the Power of Affirmation « p.173
Moving Projects Forward « p.178

What Are Your Workplace Rituals? « p.183

Creating a Psychologically Safe Workplace « p.187
What | Learned about Purpose from Patagonia - p.192
Get Serious about Having Fun at Work « p.196

Be Inspiring « p.200

Take a Break « p.205

Leading through Conflict - p.209

Take a Look in the Mirror « p.215

What Will Happen When You’re Not There? « p.220
Taking the Mystery Out of Innovation - p.225

Is It Time to Terminate Performance Reviews? « p.230
What'’s Your Philosophy of Leadership? - p.235
Building a Great Team « p.240

Why Your Vibe Matters « p.245

Leading in Uncertain Times - p.249

Don’t Stop Learning « p.255

Conclusion « p.261

Survey Analysis « p.262

References « p.282

Acknowledgments « p.287

Additional Resources - p.288

About the Authors and ACHIEVE Centre for Leadership « p.290



INTRODUCTION

We believe that leadership development should be a priority for both
aspiring and experienced leaders. Great leaders never stop learning -
instead they seek opportunities for reflection, search for new ideas,
and know they must keep growing in order to be effective in an
ever-changing world. Effective leadership is important because it is
an essential ingredient to creating healthy workplace cultures, which
in turn sets the foundation for organizational success.

ACHIEVE Centre for Leadership (ACHIEVE), where we (the
authors) are all leaders, is in the professional development training
industry and offers training in the areas of leadership and workplace
culture. We know that learning changes lives, and while we believe that
attending online or in-person workshops is an impactful way to learn,
another powerful way to develop and grow is through reading. This
is due in part to the fact that reading is so accessible — you can read
almost anywhere. Reading also makes it easy to access the knowledge
of experienced thought leaders that might otherwise take you years
to cultivate on your own. We have observed how our own thinking
and practices related to issues of leadership are frequently propelled
by what we read. In fact, we often exchange books with each other to
enhance our leadership philosophies and management practices.

The insights found in this book have emerged from our own indi-

vidual leadership journeys. They have come from many years of trial



and error while leading our own organization, along with hours of
focused, intentional reflection related to our leadership roles. Addi-
tionally, we have extensive experience coaching and training other
leaders and consulting with organizations of various sizes to create
healthy workplace cultures.

Our perspectives on leadership are undoubtedly shaped by our
own leadership context, which is a midsized, non-unionized orga-
nization. We recognize that not all workplaces are the same - some
organizations are large, while others are small; some are unionized,
while others are not. So, you will need to think about how to apply our
insights and suggestions to your own context.

We have honed our leadership practices and philosophies by
working together and communicating about our own thoughts and
struggles. In this way we have helped each other grow as leaders. And
while each of the insights is written by us as individuals, you will see
similarities in some of our approaches to leadership.

Some of the common themes you will find in these insights are
people, relationships, and workplace culture. This is because we are
driven by the belief that everyone should be able to like where they
work. And to accomplish this goal, leadership qualities related to trust,
empathy, listening, and communication are crucial. Yes, vision, strat-
egy, and innovation are also important to organizational success — and
we write about these things as well — but it’s very difficult to be pro-
ductive and thrive as an organization without first focusing on people.

Although Don't Blame the Lettuce was first a title of one of our
insights, we also chose it for the book’s title because its meaning is
applicable to our philosophy of leadership. This phrase is inspired by
the teaching of Thich Nhat Hanh. To paraphrase him, if a gardener
plants lettuce and it doesn’t flourish, the gardener can’t blame the let-
tuce. Instead, they must look at their garden and determine what can
be changed to ensure the lettuce has a healthy environment in which
to thrive.! As leaders we must understand that our workplace is like a
garden, and like all gardens it must be tended to so that our people can
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grow in healthy ways. And just like gardeners, we also need to develop
our own knowledge, tools, and skills in order to help our workplaces
flourish. Essentially, we must work to become master gardeners.

HOW THIS BOOK IS ORGANIZED

This book features insights on a variety of topics related to leadership.
At the end of each insight, we have included questions for reflection, a
practical application idea, and additional resources related to the topic.
Whether you are reading this book on your own or with others, we
encourage you to fully consider each insight and spend time reflect-
ing on the questions and application ideas. To get the most from this
book, we suggest developing a specific action plan for implementing
the practical application ideas contained in each insight.

As part of the development of this book, we conducted a Leader-
ship Development Survey, which over 1,100 leaders participated in.
You will find results, insights, and quotes from those who participated
in the survey incorporated into some of the insights under the Survey
Quote and Survey Statistics headings. A more detailed analysis of the
survey can be found on page 262.

While this book is helpful and applicable to the individual reader,
our greater hope is that you will read it together, with others from
your organization. Reading and learning with others is one of the best
ways to integrate new approaches and ideas not just into your own
practice as a leader, but throughout your organization. For example,
implementing this type of collective approach may take the form of
a weekly meeting to discuss each insight. Another option could be to
take 10 minutes at the beginning of your regular meetings and have
those in attendance share one key takeaway, question, or application
from a previously assigned insight. In the same way that our own lead-
ership development has been enhanced by talking about and working
through the challenges and opportunities of leadership, our hope is
that this book will be a resource that encourages collective leadership
development within organizations as a whole - not just in individuals.
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Our goal in writing this book is to inspire you to intentionally con-
sider your approach to leadership, provide ideas to strengthen your
leadership practices, and help you further develop your leadership phi-
losophy. We also hope these insights will provide you with ideas for
nurturing your workplace culture. While you may gravitate toward the
insights that will help you cultivate the areas where you need the most
support, our hope is that all of these insights will inspire you to action.

Xl DON’T BLAME THE LETTUCE



DON'T BLAME
THE LETTUCE

BY ERIC STUTZMAN

I recently had an unsettling experience when I went to pick up some
dry cleaning. The employee behind the counter couldn’t find my gar-
ments, but instead of apologizing or saying she would look into solving
the issue, she muttered under her breath, “I hate working here” Then
she said things like, “I don’t know what they were thinking,” and when
she couldn’t find a pen, “Why don’t they keep any pens around here?”
After finding a pen, the conversation ended with me suggesting that
she write down my name and number and have a manager call me the
next day once my dry cleaning was in.

Curiously, I didn’t feel angry as I walked away. Instead, I felt sad —
sad for the missed opportunities for the person helping me and for the
company she represented. Given her negative attitude toward her orga-
nization, it was obvious that the employee was unhappy. Something
was clearly impacting her feelings about her workplace.

It would be easy to blame the employee for her poor customer ser-
vice. Although she could have done things differently, I think finding
fault with her would be an unhelpful place to start. Instead, it would be
better to look at management practices and the organizational culture
in which she worked. To paraphrase one of my favorite writers, Thich
Nhat Hanbh, if we plant lettuce and it fails to thrive, we do not blame



the lettuce.! Instead, we look at the conditions in which it is growing
and seek to change them so that it can thrive. If it needs more water,
we give it water. If it needs different soil or sunlight, we might plant it
in a different place. In the same way, we should not blame people when
they make mistakes, act inappropriately, or, as in my situation above,
provide poor customer service. Instead, we should seek to understand
the conditions around them.

What I experienced at the dry cleaner was certainly a symptom of
a deeper problem within the company. I wondered what opportuni-
ties had been missed to fully orient the employee to the work, support
her capacity to problem solve, and show her how to resolve a missing
clothing issue. It also struck me that there were likely missed oppor-
tunities to help her feel connected to her peers and respected for who
she was. Her repeated use of “they” told me she did not feel she was
part of the team.

People in organizations are like lettuce plants in a garden. Just
as lettuce is influenced by conditions in the garden, so too are peo-
ple affected by the conditions of their organization’s culture. Our staff
are not disconnected individuals, but rather interconnected parts of
a whole organization. Their actions affect other people, and they are
highly influenced by the culture around them. As leaders, we can make
a real difference in the actions and experiences of our people by tend-
ing to the culture. Instead of blaming people when something goes
wrong, we can change the conditions in our culture to elicit different
behavior.

Throughout the years, I have frequently seen leaders blame their
employees for a range of things. When something is broken on a job
site, a leader might say, “It's broken because that crew doesn't care or
take pride in their work” When someone comes in late, a leader might
say, “That employee is lazy” When someone is involved in a conflict, a
leader might say, “That employee is toxic.”

While it is true that some employees may not show they care or act

in lazy or combative ways, it’s always more useful for the leader to look

2 DON'T BLAME THE LETTUCE



at the conditions that led to the employee’s actions. When tools are bro-
ken at a job site and the leader diagnoses the issue as one of “care” or
“pride;” they should then ask themselves, what conditions have I helped
to create at the job site through my words or actions that make it difficult
for people to care? If an employee often comes in late, instead of judging
them as lazy, it would be more fruitful to ask them if something else is
going on in their life that might be leading to this behavior and then
find ways to address those conditions. If an employee is engaging in
gossip, the leader should be asking, what in the environment leads this
employee to feel they need to act in this manner?

Let’s also acknowledge that not all plants flourish in every garden
- some are better suited for other climates or conditions. In the same
way, not every person will be able to flourish in every type of organi-
zation. When we look first at our culture rather than blaming some-
one, we can see that we may not have the right conditions for them to
grow. This leads to a different kind of conversation that is focused on fit
rather than one that is founded on finding individual blame.

In order to have healthy workplace cultures where employees have
the best chance to thrive, leaders must stop blaming and replace that
impulse with curiosity and a need to understand. When examined
through the lens of context, almost any behavior will be much more
understandable. By seeking to understand the context behind a behav-
ior, leaders can become much more proactive in addressing aspects of
their culture that permit or lead to undesired behavior.

The work of a leader is really all about creating the conditions and
setting the context in which staff can flourish. It is about preparing,
nurturing, weeding, and feeding the soil so that the plants can thrive
and do all the things we know beautiful, productive, healthy plants are
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capable of doing. In order to have a healthy garden, we have to take
responsibility for it; the same applies to our workplaces.

REFLECTION QUESTIONS

1. The last time someone disappointed you at work, did you focus
more on the individual and their behavior or the workplace
conditions that led to that behavior? What was the result of
your focus?

2. If you were to think about your staff as plants in a garden, what
could you and other leaders do to tend to the garden to create
ideal growing conditions?

PRACTICAL APPLICATION

As you move through your week, notice when you are irritated with
people or when you are tempted to find fault or blame. Write down
your thoughts, and then write down a question or two that would help
you look more deeply at the conditions in your culture that created
space for that behavior. At the end of the week, make a list of things in
your workplace culture that you could adjust or change to help your
employees thrive, and then discuss them with your team.

ADDITIONAL RESOURCE

Peace Is Every Step: The Path of Mindfulness in Everyday Life by Thich
Nhat Hahn (Bantam Books, 1992)
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GREAT LEADERS ARE ALWAYS SEARCHING FOR NEW IDEAS
and approaches to their work because they know they must continue
to evolve in order to succeed in an ever-changing world. And, just like a
gardener who knows not to blame their lettuce for failing to thrive, great
leaders know that it’s the conditions of their workplace that affect how their
people perform and grow.

This book explores a variety of leadership insights that will help you
meet challenges, respond to opportunities, and nurture a healthy workplace
culture in new and innovative ways. In addition to each insight, you’ll find
questions for reflection, a practical application idea, and additional resources
related to each topic to help spark your own thoughts and discussions among
your teams.

The common themesin thisbookare workplace culture and relationships.
Although there are insights about vision, strategy, and innovation, you will
learn that you must first focus on people to be productive and thrive as an
organization.

“The authors of Don’t Blame the Lettuce understand how important
relationships are and give practical ways for leaders to improve their workplace
culture. This should be required reading for any organization’s leaders!”
—ERICA KESWIN, Author, Rituals Roadmap: The Human Way
to Transform Everyday Routines into Workplace Magic

“This book offers accessible leadership insights with real-world wisdom.
The reflection questions, additional resources, and practical applications
are valuable for putting what you’ve learned into practice.”
—CURT COFFMAN, Co-Author, First, Break All the Rules:

What the World’s Greatest Managers Do Differently

“Don’t Blame the Lettuce is a charming and inspiring collection of insights from
the authors’ own life experiences. They each illustrate important lessons about
leadership in a memorable and quotable way. | highly recommended this book.”
—JOHN ZENGER, Co-Author, The Inspiring Leader:
Unlocking the Secrets of How Extraordinary Leaders Motivate
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