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Introduction
A high-performing workplace is one where the
emotional commitment among a group of em-
ployees enables them to make or deliver prod-
ucts or services in a way that in turn enables
the employer to gain a sustainable competitive
advantage.

Extensive research with 20 companies found
that peak-performing workplaces all apply
their own distinctive approaches, mechanisms
and tools — some unique and some commonly
held. The most compelling things they have in
common are the philosophical beliefs and prac-
tices shared by leaders at all levels:

• They believe strongly in each employee —
and that the strategic value and performance
potential of the workforce can determine the
success or failure of the enterprise.

• They engage their employees emotionally
as well as rationally. In fact, the employees’
emotional energy is the most visible distin-

guishing factor of higher-performing work-
places. The energy is contagious across the en-
terprise and has a multiplier effect on collective
performance.

• They pursue enterprise performance and
worker fulfillment with equal rigor. They’re ex-
tremely disciplined about maintaining a dy-
namic balance between the two over time.
Leaders see a dynamic that makes it possible to
maximize both factors, rather than considering
it a “zero-sum game” in which one must be
traded off for the other.

While there’s no single pattern for a peak-
performance workforce, there are five patterns
that work. By focusing on the one or two pat-
terns that best fit its own business, market and
culture, a company can greatly improve top
management’s investment of time and re-
sources, and the results it can expect. 

The bad news, however, is that companies
with average levels of workforce performance
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cannot achieve higher levels without a great
deal of time and effort — no matter what path
or paths they choose to pursue.

It’s important to realize that most managers
these days believe in treating people fairly, pro-
viding them with incentives to perform and
opportunities to grow, and rewarding their per-
formance with recognition as well as advance-
ment. They recruit the best talent they can, and
practice the doctrine of consequence manage-
ment and individual accountability. But that
doesn’t necessarily lead to a peak-performance
workplace. 

The peak-performance workplace goes be-
yond those commonly accepted principles and
engages the emotional commitment of the
workers. To do that, a company must pay disci-
plined, consistent attention to worker fulfill-
ment. This can energize people for perform-
ance that elevates the game significantly, to the
point that many employees go beyond leaders’
expectations.

There are five “balanced paths” that can
lead to peak-performing workplaces. They’re
called balanced paths to reflect the critical im-
portance of sustaining a dynamic balance be-
tween worker/enterprise performance and
worker fulfillment. It’s also worth stressing
that the companies didn’t create or decide on
these paths. Rather, the paths emerged as dedi-
cated leaders pursued a balanced perform-
ance/fulfillment philosophy. The paths were
discovered by the researchers as they dissected
the companies to understand what was ener-
gizing the workers.

Mission, Values and Pride Path
It’s hard to find any established company that
doesn’t have a “Vision and Values” statement
of some kind. But in an enterprise that excels
along the Mission, Values and Pride path,
members of the workforce take great pride in
the aspirations, accomplishments and reputa-
tion of the enterprise. They’re also proud of
the achievement of their specific work groups
and the specific contribution they make. Their
pride is reinforced by external and internal
recognition.

Often, the history and legacy of the company

become powerful sources of pride and emotion-
al energy. The U.S. Marine Corps and 3M pro-
vide two examples of this path, which invari-
ably spawns an abundance of team opportunity
and distributed leadership roles. People are able
to act out their sense of the mission and values.

Leaders of institutions that follow this path
are sometimes characterized as dreamers. And
in one sense they are — they envision a noble
purpose for their enterprise that transcends
any short-term profit or financial gain. They
recognize the piper must be paid, but responsi-
bility to shareholders is viewed as a necessary
evil that offers little motivational or energizing
value. They dream of a product or service that
will literally “delight the customer” as well as
allow employees to feel deeply proud of what
they make and how they make it. Creating a
legacy is often more important to such leaders
than creating wealth.

Process and Metrics Path
Most organizations use processes and metrics
to organize themselves. Again, the successful
organizations transcend that to develop an
emotionally charged workforce. The enterprise
has a clearly defined set of performance meas-
ures that translate readily into individual goals.
Those goals emphasize specific outcomes
rather than activities, which may or may not
lead to outcomes.

Well-defined processes guide the efforts of
people at all levels, but these processes provide
for worker fulfillment as well as performance
effectiveness. Moreover, the workers them-
selves invariably play a key role in selecting
and designing the processes and metrics that
affect them. The processes enable initiative and
innovation as well as ensuring compliance and
co-operation. 

The walls of company facilities are adorned
with charts and reports of achievements
against metrics that are meaningful to employ-
ees as well as the enterprise overall. People are
energized by the clear evidence of the compa-
ny’s achievement and their role in it. They’re
rewarded (or penalized) in direct relation to the
measures of their own performance, and con-
stantly strive to perform better. 
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Entrepreneurial Spirit Path
Creating an Entrepreneurial Spirit path in an
established corporation is a significant chal-
lenge because true entrepreneurs wouldn’t last
long in most companies. The members of the
workforce must perceive an opportunity for
high individual earnings based on building
something of unique value. It must be a high-
risk, high-reward path, with the opportunity to
share in the ownership of whatever the enter-
prise is becoming. Employees are generally en-
ergized by a dynamic, growing marketplace,
high individual earnings potential and the
chance to build something of their own.

Generally, companies have stumbled onto
the path in their early years and somehow
managed to maintain the important character-
istics when growth came. This happened with
Southwest Airlines and Home Depot. Usually,
as they grew, they integrated this path with an-
other peak-performance path. 

Leaders of such companies have a strong be-
lief in letting talented people have their head.
Indeed, the companies may pay little attention
to how the challenge is pursued, or even what
the specifics of the challenge might require.
Their only interest is in enabling individual ini-
tiative, creativity, market responsiveness and
results reasonably consistent with the enter-
prise’s aspirations.

Individual Achievement Path
In the Individual Achievement path, employees
perceive great opportunity to excel and develop
as individuals. They’re energized by the abun-
dance of opportunities they perceive around
them, as well as their own individual achieve-
ments. The enterprise focuses on tracking and
rewarding individual performance and ensur-
ing that high achievers have ample opportuni-
ties for advancement or job enhancement.

In some ways, this resembles the Entrepre-
neurial Spirit path. But there’s a lower risk pro-
file, more limited ownership and earnings op-
portunities, and a sharper focus on individual
achievement and personal growth opportuni-
ties. At the same time, there’s a sense of psy-
chological ownership that comes from taking

responsibility for one’s own development and
for making an individual impact on the success
of the enterprise. There are also fewer perform-
ance-based terminations — when people de-
part, they tend to do so of their own accord.

Leaders believe the key to success is attract-
ing the best possible people to fill every impor-
tant position in the company and then energiz-
ing them to achieve their individual best.
They’re given enough latitude to make whatev-
er they wish out of the jobs. Promotions are
common.

Recognition and Celebration Path
Although companies often dabble at recogni-
tion and celebration, few really achieve a level
of distinction along this path. Members of the
workforce in companies that successfully fol-
low this path are constantly being recognized
for all their achievements in meaningful and
conspicuous ways. 

Both individual and group accomplishments
are celebrated and rewarded — regularly. As
well, the non-monetary aspects of the effort are
much more important than the formal compen-
sation program. The result is that the overall at-
mosphere in the company is one of friendli-
ness, enthusiasm and fun — all within the
context of achieving peak performance. 

Generally, this path is followed at the same
time as another, since it’s difficult to achieve
the proper performance balance otherwise.
KFC combines it with the Process and Metrics
path, Marriott Hotels with the Mission, Values
and Pride path, Southwest Airlines with the In-
dividual Achievement path.

Conclusion
The five paths are a composite framework of
options that allows top management to choose
where and how to generate emotional energy,
and which approaches to use in channeling
that energy to achieve high performance. The
number of choices these paths represent can be
confusing. Therefore it’s vital that leaders be
both selective and disciplined in developing a
coherent path for generating and channeling
emotional energy. e
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