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Praise for

NEVER SAY WHATEVER

I am a huge fan of Rich Moran’s writing. I once referred to him as the Mark Twain of business books. This time around he’s more like Ben Franklin, creating an almanac of big-little ideas that will enable you to make better decisions throughout your life and career. Packed with true, relevant, and often funny stories, and informed by decades of leadership experience, Never Say Whatever offers practical wisdom with huge impact. Read this book. More than once. Put it to use immediately.

—Jim Kouzes, coauthor of the bestselling The Leadership Challenge, and Fellow, Doerr Institute for New Leaders, Rice University

Rich Moran possesses an uncanny ability to understand life and to capture that understanding in clear, uncomplicated prose. In Never Say Whatever, Moran uses his observations of organizational life to make a compelling case that small decisions have huge, sometimes unanticipated effects—which means that people should take what they perceive as small decisions seriously. And never say “whatever,” as though those small decisions are unimportant.

—Jeffrey Pfeffer, Thomas D. Dee II Professor of Organizational Behavior, Graduate School of Business, Stanford University, and author of 7 Rules of Power

Leaders who make all the decisions tend to shut down intelligence and energy in their teams. Yet leaders who fumble or punt key decisions can have an equally diminishing effect. And when they do, they build a team with a “whatever” attitude. Moran’s book will help you make sharp decisions, increase your own impact, and build smarter, more impactful teams.

—Liz Wiseman, author of Multipliers and Impact Players

Any entrepreneur with a “whatever” attitude is doomed to a “whatever” outcome. Moran rightfully points out the danger of “whatever” and how to avoid it. It’s a very useful reminder and an important book at a time when apathy can creep into our lives.

—Geoffrey Moore, bestselling author of Crossing the Chasm

Every generation has their own unique way of saying “whatever” or “whatevs.” It is never a good thing to say and leads the speaker down a path of incessant malaise and discontent. Rich Moran shows us the way out of “whatever land” so you can achieve what you want to achieve and not dig yourself a hole that is harder to get out of. At a time when not giving a damn prevails where it shouldn’t, Moran takes us in the opposite direction in an engaging and funny way that will have you laugh out loud. This book will help you start making the smart small decisions.

—Lee Caraher, CEO Double Forte, and author of Millennials & Management and The Boomerang Principle, and host of “Everything Speaks”

After reading Never Say Whatever, your life will never be the same. Every time you are tempted to say the dreaded “whatever” word you will be reminded that even small decisions matter. Rich Moran proves once again that much can be learned outside of traditional business training. With a perfect mix of common sense and humor, Moran has designed simple ways to find satisfaction at work and beyond.

—Dave Kerpen, New York Times bestselling author of The Art of People

There are a lot of smart people out there, but Richard Moran is all that and more: he’s sensible. Never Say Whatever takes common sense to a new level.

—Russell Hancock, President and CEO, Joint Venture Silicon Valley

Rich Moran has a knack for tapping into subtle areas of behavior that we may not think about, but we should in order to be successful. “Never Say Whatever” is a perfect example. The “whatever” word should be banned from the vocabulary of any entrepreneur or manager. Reading this book will tell you why.

—Verne Harnish, Founder, Entrepreneurs’ Organization (EO), and author of Scaling Up (Rockefeller Habits 2.0)

I cannot think of a more timely read. In today’s ambiguous, rapidly changing, and sometimes brutal workplace, Never Say Whatever should be required reading. With his usual candor and humor, Rich Moran has provided a primer on the importance of making small decisions. After reading the book you will blanch at the “whatever” word. A must-read for those beginning their careers.

—Kerry A. Dolan, Assistant Managing Editor, Forbes magazine

The new Golden Rule of business just might be “Never Say Whatever.” The realization that small decisions matter is the key to success.

—Dorie Clark, Wall Street Journal bestselling author of The Long Game, and executive education faculty, Duke University Fuqua School of Business

Now here is a book that can change the world by eliminating the modern equivalent of “we’ll see,” or “maybe” from the decision-making toolbox. Thanks to Rich Moran for taking the decision to help end decision-less scenarios in our modern-day work environments.

—John Breslin, Professor, University of Galway





[image: Images]





Copyright © 2023 by Richard A. Moran, PhD. All rights reserved. Except as permitted under the United States Copyright Act of 1976, no part of this publication may be reproduced or distributed in any form or by any means, or stored in a database or retrieval system, without the prior written permission of the publisher.

ISBN: 978-1-26-477356-5
MHID:     1-26-477356-0

The material in this eBook also appears in the print version of this title: ISBN: 978-1-26-476964-3, MHID: 1-26-476964-4.

eBook conversion by codeMantra
Version 1.0

All trademarks are trademarks of their respective owners. Rather than put a trademark symbol after every occurrence of a trademarked name, we use names in an editorial fashion only, and to the benefit of the trademark owner, with no intention of infringement of the trademark. Where such designations appear in this book, they have been printed with initial caps.

McGraw Hill eBooks are available at special quantity discounts to use as premiums and sales promotions or for use in corporate training programs. To contact a representative, please visit the Contact Us page at www.mhprofessional.com.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Names: Moran, Richard A., author.

Title: Never say whatever : how small decisions make a big difference / Richard A. Moran, PhD ; foreword by Jarl Mohn.

Description: New York : McGraw Hill. [2023]

Identifiers: LCCN 2022052707 (print) | LCCN 2022052708 (ebook) | ISBN 9781264769643 (hardback) | ISBN 9781264773565 (ebook)

Subjects: LCSH: Decision making. | Management. | Choice (Psychology) | Success.

Classification: LCC HD30.23 .M6625 2023 (print) | LCC HD30.23 (ebook) | DDC 658.4/03—dc23/eng/20221102

LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2022052707

LC ebook record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2022052708

TERMS OF USE

This is a copyrighted work and McGraw-Hill Education and its licensors reserve all rights in and to the work. Use of this work is subject to these terms. Except as permitted under the Copyright Act of 1976 and the right to store and retrieve one copy of the work, you may not decompile, disassemble, reverse engineer, reproduce, modify, create derivative works based upon, transmit, distribute, disseminate, sell, publish or sublicense the work or any part of it without McGraw-Hill Education’s prior consent. You may use the work for your own noncommercial and personal use; any other use of the work is strictly prohibited. Your right to use the work may be terminated if you fail to comply with these terms.

THE WORK IS PROVIDED “AS IS.” McGRAW-HILL EDUCATION AND ITS LICENSORS MAKE NO GUARANTEES OR WARRANTIES AS TO THE ACCURACY, ADEQUACY OR COMPLETENESS OF OR RESULTS TO BE OBTAINED FROM USING THE WORK, INCLUDING ANY INFORMATION THAT CAN BE ACCESSED THROUGH THE WORK VIA HYPERLINK OR OTHERWISE, AND EXPRESSLY DISCLAIM ANY WARRANTY, EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO IMPLIED WARRANTIES OF MERCHANTABILITY OR FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE. McGraw-Hill Education and its licensors do not warrant or guarantee that the functions contained in the work will meet your requirements or that its operation will be uninterrupted or error free. Neither McGraw-Hill Education nor its licensors shall be liable to you or anyone else for any inaccuracy, error or omission, regardless of cause, in the work or for any damages resulting therefrom. McGraw-Hill Education has no responsibility for the content of any information accessed through the work. Under no circumstances shall McGraw-Hill Education and/or its licensors be liable for any indirect, incidental, special, punitive, consequential or similar damages that result from the use of or inability to use the work, even if any of them has been advised of the possibility of such damages. This limitation of liability shall apply to any claim or cause whatsoever whether such claim or cause arises in contract, tort or otherwise.




Dedicated to those who can look back and see
how the small decisions changed a life.




One can’t forever stand on the shore.
At some point, filled with indecision, skepticism,
reservation and doubt, you either jump in or
concede that life is forever elsewhere.

—ARTHUR MILLER

I used to be indecisive,
now I am not so sure.

—ANONYMOUS
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FOREWORD

First, I have to ask, “Where the hell was this book when I needed it?”

And I did need it. Speaking as a dude who has learned everything I know from having done it the wrong way and ultimately being embarrassed or shamed into self-correcting, I could have used a few of Moran’s lessons. In my first few management jobs I thought that every decision was so damn important that I needed to make them all, no matter the size. Or maybe I thought I was so important that only I could make those decisions. Of course, I was wrong on both fronts and I learned my lessons about decision-making along the way. Sometimes the hard way.

The late Sumner Redstone, the chairman of Viacom, took me to decision-making boot camp. I was general manager of both MTV and VH1, and in my first private meeting with Sumner, I described all the things that were working and then launched into a laundry list of everything that was broken. I detailed my list of worries, challenges, obstacles, and competitive issues. Finally he pointed at me, seeing that I was upset by these challenges, and said, “Jarl, if we did not have problems, we would not need you! Your job is to set priorities and make decisions.” That is when it was clear to me what a manager/leader really does. Yes, we need to hire great teams, work with them to craft strategies we want to implement, create milestones and timelines, provide feedback, and adjust as these plans get implemented. But what I learned that day was that my job was to make decisions and then allow others to make decisions. I never had thought of it that way.

I learned my lesson, and while serving as CEO in the early days at E! Entertainment or the venerable NPR, I worked hard to let others understand the power of all decisions and how they shape the organization. Even seemingly small choices are critical, as Moran points out in Never Say Whatever.

The word “whatever” is nuanced and very complex. I never realized it could mean so many things in so many different contexts. The word can both deliver a variety of messages and mean nothing at the same time. Moran understands this and brings his unique observational skills to bear brilliantly in this book. He takes seemingly complex, nettlesome problems and makes them easy to see and grasp, cutting out the corporate speak, and he gives us ideas and actions that can be implemented immediately. He includes terrific and engaging real-world stories to add color and real-world flavor. He shares with us our responsibilities to make decisions, large and small, all day long and the best way to consider them.

Rich’s background and experience are the perfect foundation for the book. Some may say he has a “checkered past,” but it is that variety of roles that provides his nuts-and-bolts perspective. He has been a venture capitalist where most decisions are made with little information. He made decisions about untested concepts and often untested teams. The venture world is a make-the-decisions-and-move-on world. He also spent years as a management consultant. I feel for these folks. They do all the data collection, research, and analysis and make informed recommendations so the client can make decisions. But clients may not pay attention, or if the recommendations are implemented, the consultants rarely are credited with the work. In short, they often do much of the work without any power to make a decision. What a life!

As if that is not enough diverse experience, he also was a college president. I was lucky enough to be invited one year to provide the commencement speech for that year’s graduating class. I saw firsthand how Rich was able to collaborate with faculty, students, board members, alums, and donors, making tough decisions for the benefit of the entire institution. So much easier to have said “whatever” and try not to balance all those competing demands. A tough gig. I know, I’ve had similar challenges running NPR. I can’t think of one decision that is ever made where at least one major constituency doesn’t go to the wall to fight against it. A real joy, that.

As in every aspect of life, few things go according to plan. We need to be flexible, adapt, make changes quickly, and move on. And we need to focus on our intentions and results. When your teams are made up of highly intelligent, creative folks who thrive on generating ideas, ultimately, someone has to make decisions and pick the priorities that will lead the way. You can’t do that with a “whatever.”

Rich told me that the entire book can be summarized in the title: Never Say Whatever. Well, that’s a start. But understanding the nuances of decision-making and how even the small ones can affect your career and life makes this a book worth reading. You won’t be sorry.

Jarl Mohn

Former President and CEO, NPR




INTRODUCTION

THE ANTI-WHATEVER EVANGELIST IS BORN

Your destiny lies in your hands and can be molded
with each passing day by the choices you make.

—SUNDAY ADELAJA

“Saying ‘whatever’ is like saying the F-word. It can mean almost anything you want,” a confident teenager told me as she enlightened me about the “whatever” word. She went on, “‘Whatever’ can be a whole sentence. It can be a curse, an attitude, an OK, an insult, or a nothing-word all at the same time. It especially comes in handy when I want to say I don’t care.”

With that simple description of a word so often used, my approach to both management and an examined life began to change. My teen friend was right: “whatever” is a word that can come in handy, although it can be habit forming, and the consequences of regularly using it can be negative and dramatic.

I heard the “W” word again soon after in a different context while I was working on a project as a consultant at a large software company. The project was complex and involved a large team. I was proud of the work the team had completed to date. We had put in long hours, eaten plenty of Chinese food at 11 p.m., and we were confident in our work and the impact it was making on the company. The only impediment to our success was the CEO of the company who would occasionally parachute in to review our work and suggest improvements. Except, rather than review, all he really did was criticize the work. He needed to be the smartest guy in the room, which everyone knew was rarely the case.

We dreaded seeing him and hoped that he would leave us alone. He didn’t. We were even willing to give him all the credit for the success of the project since we knew he would claim credit anyway. He was the epitome of the asshole* boss who was allowed to operate with impunity; we were the lowly consultants and he treated us accordingly. After every one of his visits, havoc ensued and progress went backward. On one visit he gathered the team around him and suggested we change our approach to the project.

A colleague looked at all of us with unbelieving wide eyes and muttered the word “whatever” under her breath and added an eye roll. His suggestion would require unnecessary rework. The guy put the re- in rework. Nothing is more demoralizing to a project team than rework. “Whatever,” she repeated out loud, despite her getting paid for the time on the rework. Let’s face it, she might as well have dropped the “F-bomb” filled with resignation and defiance. We held our collective breath. The CEO who was pushing for the unnecessary rework was oblivious, but her reaction and the use of the “whatever” word sucked the air right out of the room. He could have terminated the project on the spot.

Instead of throwing an F-bomb-like “whatever” at the clueless CEO, she might have made the decision to make a plan with the team later. Or she might have asked a question like, “We can do that, but do you know the project will be delayed?” Or she could have just been quiet because we all knew that not only did her muttering risk the project, but her attitude also messaged the rest of the team that she was not willing to improve the situation. Her “give-a-shit” factor was so low that we could no longer rely on her as a team member. With that one word she unknowingly did damage to the project and her reputation.

I wondered, “Is it me? Or, did I miss the memo that said it was OK to avoid decisions?” I did not. There is a way, and although everyone’s journey is unique, “whatever” is not a part of it.

I was convinced this is a word worth further consideration. The remarks from my teenage friend and my colleague connected the dots for me—this is a word that has a variety of implications and most important, the word can do damage. The word is not benign; it can be toxic with short- and long-term consequences to anyone who uses it. It’s like the children’s board game Chutes and Ladders. Each time you say “whatever,” you slide down a chute. Each time you make a decision, you have the potential to climb a ladder. My teenage friend might miss out on any number of adventures that she dismissed with the “whatever” word. Instead of going on a school trip or trying out for a team or making new friends; she wasted the chances with nonchalance. My colleague may have been fired for using it in front of the asshole boss. Or she might have mentally thrown in the towel on working on the project going forward. What she did do for certain was lose the trust, confidence, and respect of the rest of the team.

The word conveys any number of messages that we associate with slackers, complainers, wimps, and uncooperative non-team players. In general, it conveys a negative persona or approach. Even worse, although the word “whatever” is multidimensional, the act of using it almost always defers or eliminates a decision or a choice that should be made. The word can even be an act of indirect defiance. As someone who is a true believer that life is choices, and it’s better to be positive than negative, I set out to kill the word.

As I spoke to leaders and conducted research, I found consistent messages regarding decision-making and what factors into the “whatever” word. When it comes to success and avoiding a “whatever” life, we must:

• Be intentional.

• Be self-aware.

• Be accountable.

• Be willing to take risks.

• Recognize that actions follow choices.

• Start the day with a choice.

• Know that regrets will happen; move on.

Each of these factors will be explored in the chapters that follow. Each of these seven bullets deserves its own chapter to kill “whatever.” These universal behaviors are the key to eliminating that sense of being stuck because you avoided decisions, large or small.

It’s no mystery as to why “whatever” is so prevalent. Nothing close to decision-making is taught in schools. Even in high school, students learn calculus or great literature, but when it comes to how to make an informed decision, students are left to their own devices. Even when selecting a college, high school students make fairly uninformed decisions even though that choice can have long-lasting implications. College choice can be made based on any number of variables, including the inventory of hoodies in the bookstore or the cute campus tour leader. A better decision might be made based on variables like financial aid or post-graduation job prospects. In all cases, “whatever” is not part of the equation. A simple module in the middle of a social studies curriculum is all that it would take to make a difference and show how important it is to never say “whatever.”

Decisions are complex, not necessarily because the choice between two options is complex but because we human beings are complex. Nonetheless, we should commit to never say “whatever” if we want to live happier, more successful, and balanced lives. Regardless of gender, personality, age, or Myers-Briggs type, the temptations of an aimless life can be avoided by making decisions, especially all the small ones.

Research and studies regarding decision-making span the disciplines of the social sciences, business, and even romance. Scholars continuously work on how the brain operates. How we make choices is a science that continues to evolve and make breakthroughs. It is all important work. Although I give the research world credit, I am not the guy performing extensive experiments or scholarly research. My ideas are my own, based on my observations in the workplace and beyond. I make no apology for that. As a consultant, I learned early that I was not paid to say “whatever.” I was paid to make recommendations. This book is about recommendations.

I have tried to make this book approachable. You can start anywhere and when you do, I hope you will glean a tidbit to help you. The book contains themes, rules, lessons, bulleted lists, stories, surveys, and tools to help you on your journey. Consider it an anti-whatever workbook. Each chapter ends with a simple decision-making tool that can help—nothing complicated. You need to determine which one might suit your needs the best given the nature of the decision. Only you know what’s in your heart and in your head and in your timeline. You are the one who can bring all the variables of your best self to the decision altar.

I want people to be successful. I want people to find meaning in work. I want people to take control of their careers. I want people to understand how important even small decisions can be. I want people to avoid “whatever.”

As friends told me to write the book to eliminate the “whatever” syndrome, I could have said “whatever” and forgotten about writing the book. But I didn’t. As a leader, as a father, as a listener, I recognized that choices matter. Making a decision matters. I hope you choose to not say “whatever” and instead consider the ideas in this book.

THE WHATEVER SURVEY

Does it sound like I am talking about others and not you? Think again. Before you start criticizing others, think about just a few workplace activities that may apply to you:

• Have you ever piled on to that stack of dirty dishes in the company kitchen right under the sign that roars, “Clean up After Yourself! The Maids Are Gone.”

• While on your way to work, have you ever told yourself, “I’m not going to do anything today, I don’t feel like it.”

• Were you ever mean to a coworker or customer just because you could be? Did you have a temporary asshole attack and regret it later?

• Ever wear a hoodie on a Zoom call?

• Do you take the newspaper with you to the bathroom and stay there for a long time to hide from your coworkers?

• Do you ever avoid the difficult emails you’ve received, afraid to address the tough issues?

• Do you oversleep all the time and dread going to work?

• Do you wear the same clothes for more than two days at a time?

• Do you have that weird feeling that something is bothering you but you don’t know what it is?

• Do you hang around with friends whom you don’t like?

• Do you schedule or attend meetings to kill time?

• Do you eat second helpings even when you don’t want them?

If you answered “yes” to any of these questions, you are guilty of “whatever.” Read on.


PERSPECTIVES ON WHATEVER

MICHAEL HUERTA

former administrator of the Federal Aviation Authority (FAA), board member, aerospace industry leader, mentor


As the former head of the FAA, Michael Huerta understands the importance of small and large choices. He was the longest tenured leader of the FAA in US history and was appointed by the US Congress. He remains a teacher and a mentor.



“We had a very simple measure at the FAA,” Michael says. “On any given day if the same number of planes landed as the number that took off, it was a successful day. There was never any lack of clarity about how we made decisions.”

Wouldn’t it be a happy world if all organizations had such simple measures? Any sense of “whatever” is just not part of the DNA at the FAA. Michael chuckled and laid out a scenario: “Imagine being on an airplane, listening to the channel on in-flight entertainment where you can hear the pilot talking to air traffic control [ATC]. It’s the channel full of static where the pilot and ATC are chirping back and forth about turns, checkpoints, runways, weather, and traffic. You know your own flight number, so you can track what your pilot is saying. After a directive from ATC, your airplane pilot responds, ‘whatever!’” He went on, “That will never happen.”

He laments the fact that although the FAA was nimble when it came to making decisions, the rest of government was not. Delay tactics were common, which meant decisions were not ever made. “At some point, it doesn’t matter what the decision is, let’s just make one and move on. Sometimes you reach a point where you just will not learn anymore and it is time to decide.

“When dealing with following long and complicated policies, even in government, sometimes people would throw up their hands with a spirit of resignation, a sort of collective ‘whatever.’ That’s a sign that a decision is probably overdue or the policy needs to be changed or simplified. If the outcome of implementing a policy is not clear, why bother? Both clarity and outcomes need to be a part of decisions. Within the FAA we had clear policies and people were good at implementing them. If something didn’t work, we changed it and moved on. We had an informal slogan of, ‘Just deal with it.’”

Michael’s career is one that has always been goal driven, and he has made thousands of decisions to achieve those goals. If he said “whatever” along the way, he doesn’t remember saying it.



WHATEVER WISDOM


When it comes to safety and other important decisions, “good enough” should not ever be one of the choices.



 

*After the publication of The No Asshole Rule by Robert Sutton, I feel we are all empowered to use that term in business books.




CHAPTER 1

THE WORLD OF WHATEVER

We All Require a Few Small Reminders

Let’s not confuse hasty decisions with strength
or intelligence. It’s important to be decisive—
after giving consideration that reflects the
time you have and what’s at stake.

—BILL BLACKMAN

As the Rolling Stones said, “You can’t always get what you want / But if you try sometime you’ll find / You get what you need.” The word “whatever” is not a part of the song. Decisions are complicated: there’s give and take, there can be fear, there are details, there are misunderstandings, and the entire process can be messy. Sometimes you make a choice and a promise to yourself such as, “I am going to find a new job before the end of the year.” Sometimes you make discrete choices with your team, “I will stay until the IPO and then I am outta here.” Sometimes you make choices with the devil, “I will fudge on these numbers to get what I want.” And sometimes there is sort of no decision to be made, “I like my job and it supports my lifestyle, I am keeping it.” (That is still a choice.) In all cases, factors were evaluated and a set of decisions were made based on a complex set of variables. A decision to make a decision occurred. Halleluiah. When the decision is not made, that’s the problem. That’s the “whatever.” Making good decisions is a skill that can be learned. It’s all about understanding yourself, recognizing the options, and making a pick.

The most egregious mistake that any leader can make is to be indecisive. Some call it waffling, some call it wishy-washy, some call it risk-averse; no matter how the indecision is described (“I’ll circle back”), it can manifest itself in the “whatever” syndrome. A “whatever” person usually doesn’t last long in a leadership role. But don’t think of making choices and leadership as only for presidents or CEOs. We are all leaders of something, whether it is a bowling team, a church group, or a family unit. At the very least, we are the owners and leaders of our own lives. We are the owners of our own careers, and applying the “never say whatever” rule to that notion is critical.

The word “whatever” is not new. It’s been a part of the English language for a long time. But the word became a default expression after the 1995 hit movie Clueless. It was there that Alicia Silverstone and her high school friends launched us into the “whatever” world. Although their language included other classics such as the words “like” and “totally” that took on a life of their own, it was “whatever” that would endure with meaning. “Like” and “totally” have no meaning, which is a separate issue. The teenagers in the movie would put their thumbs together and raise their index fingers into a dramatic W. The W signal quickly became as well understood as the middle finger. It meant “I don’t know and I don’t care” all rolled into one. But that was just the beginning as the word weaseled into the pop culture. Other examples of the word’s usage can be traced to the TV show Bewitched and the classic My Mother the Car. Newer movies and TV shows continued the usage as one character or another refused to make a decision.

“Whatever” became a shortcut word for an entire array of attitudes and decision-making that persists. Other movies and television shows followed and reinforced the concept that “whatever” was a signal of “I don’t care what happens.” An entire YouTube show is devoted to the “whatever” word in movies. The likes of Clint Eastwood, Meryl Streep, Brad Pitt, and many others all show their attitude with a big “whatever.” In the movies they almost all use the word to be annoying. It’s hard to imagine all of these strong personalities using the word.

Ironically, even among those who use the word, they don’t like to hear it from others. Marist College in New York conducts a respected annual survey of the most annoying word or phrase used in casual conversations. The word that holds the record for being the most annoying year after year is “whatever,” followed closely by words and phrases like “no offense,” “but,” and “like.”

THE WHY OF WHATEVER

Why do we say “whatever”? One reason we say it is because it is easy. We say it because sometimes we are lazy. I’ve called out the word “whatever” as a symptom of indecision, but the “whatever” word could easily be replaced by a shrug, no answer, raising the eyebrows, raising a middle finger, or slamming the door when you get home. The word requires no further explanation. If you’re like me, you feel bad when you know you have acted indecisively and possibly missed out on an opportunity even if there’s risk involved.

Most of us are guilty of passing on decisions. Most of us use that cursed word. And most of us suffer the consequences. We might defer small choices or never make them at all. The “whatever” factor that creeps into our lives can be traced to a slew of factors. It could be a habit, it could be a part of our nature, and it could be because we just don’t want to be accountable for decisions. We all grow weary of the constant barrage of “this or that.” Decision fatigue can set in, because making choices can be exhausting and is hard work. We don’t like to make choices, because the action of making the choice eliminates other options. If I choose the vanilla ice cream cone, I cannot have the chocolate one too. When we are decision weary, we tend to delay making choices when we can. Or worse, we never make the decision and live with the consequences.

No big deal you say. “Whatever, I hate to make decisions and I am not going to change,” you say. In so doing, you will doom yourself to always second-guessing yourself and worse. Choosing the “whatever” track will hurt the perception others have of you. You will be seen as exactly what the attitude means: someone who cannot make a decision or is just resigned to a complex world that cannot be changed. “Whatever” will hurt you because you will lose time, you will miss opportunities, you will miss adventures, you will miss love affairs and relationships, you will lose self-esteem. Is that enough to dissuade you from using “whatever”?

Marketers know about removing the “whatever” approach and understand that we are lazy when it comes to choices. Consumers want help in making choices. The magazine Consumer Reports is built on pulling people out of the “whatever” trap with all the charts and recommendations they provide. House of Prime Rib is a popular restaurant in San Francisco. The food there is excellent, but it is not a place driven by indecision. People go there because they choose to have prime rib. No one looks at the menu and says “whatever.”

Historians know we can learn from the past when it comes to “whatever.” History is not littered with people who failed to make a choice. History is littered with men and women who made choices. In hindsight, the choice may have not been the best one, but at the time and with the information available, it was the best choice to make. Each of us should take inspiration from that fact. Although villains can be decisive, the reasoning behind the decisions does not aim for a good outcome. Do not be confused by the decisiveness of the villains.

Style makers appreciate that “whatever” is not a style or personal brand that anyone wants to admit fits them. Designers want us to pick their clothing or products to create our own specific look. A “whatever” brand is to have no style. You may choose clothing that is casual or colorful or retro or any number of other styles, but none of them are “whatever.” To paraphrase Coco Chanel, You never know, maybe today is the day you have a date with destiny. And it’s best to look as good as possible for destiny. Don’t dress for “whatever.”

When Rome is burning, the tendency to treat everything else with a “whatever” could occur. “Whatever” can mean “I surrender.” It’s difficult to be effective and make decisions when distractions are bombarding you at every turn and others nitpick every single thing you do. Pings and pangs of texts and emails while trying to concentrate can drive us all crazy. For a leader or for any of us, the bombardment of distractions never ends and can make a huge difference in effectiveness. Making the choice between the urgent, the critical, and the important is part of the leader’s daily routine. “Whatever” is not part of that selection of choices.

* * *

In case you think you are not part of the world where decisions are part of your day, think again. All of us make thousands of choices each and every day. We make hundreds of decisions just about food. Consider the mundane act of ordering a sandwich. Small or large? White, rye, or whole wheat? Mayo or mustard? Swiss or cheddar? Chips with that? Drink with that? To go or eat here? Small choices all, but a “whatever” response could result in a sandwich that you don’t want.

THE LUXURY OF CHOICE

Think about your last trip to the supermarket. If you live in the United States or most Western countries, you probably have a choice of which market to visit. Once there, you can choose from among scores of cereals, hundreds of canned goods, every possible configuration of pasta or vegetables. It is a luxury because not everyone has choices. Sam Aleymayhu (profiled later) has done extensive work on large entrepreneurial projects in Africa. He finds that many marginalized people can have a “whatever” attitude because they don’t believe they really have the power to make any decisions. The reality is that for so long so many people have not had a voice. Many still do not. Without a voice, it is fruitless to consider choices; there are none.

As an immigrant who came from very humble beginnings, Sam finds it frustrating that people who are empowered don’t use that power to make choices that will impact their lives in a positive way.

IT’S ALWAYS SOMETHING

Most daily decisions are not complicated, and we all make them quickly. How difficult is it to decide to go to lunch with work colleagues? It shouldn’t be difficult. As soon as a set of variables enters the equation, especially ones that we can’t control, choices can be more challenging. Consider this lunch scenario: When a colleague asks you to go to lunch, you say, yes, no problem. Some of your favorite colleagues will be there. Then you learn that the guy you hate from accounts payable is going too. Ugh. Plus, the group is going to a Chinese restaurant, and the food gives you massive indigestion. And your boss just asked for a meeting later in the day. Now the simple decision of going to lunch is not so simple. So you defer the decision with a shoulder shrug until it’s too late. The group has lunch without you, and you say, “I didn’t want to go in the first place.” Multiply the lunch decision and the variables involved there with the thousands of other choices to be made. No wonder making decisions is difficult. We often cannot control the variables or the outcomes.

WHY DECISIONS CAN BE SO DIFFICULT

Decisions are defined by who we are. And we are defined by the decisions we make. Each of us treats decisions and choices in unique ways. A big decision to me may not be the same big decision to you. What might be high stakes for you are not for me. No matter the nature of the decision, if you think the stakes are high, it’s difficult to make the decision.

We have a hard time choosing also when the options are similar and you sort of like them all. I like turkey sandwiches as much as I like roast beef sandwiches, which could make the decision difficult every day at lunch. But I never order “whatever.”

Based on past decisions we might also be gun-shy. You might fear any choice you make because it brings back a bad memory, even a small one. “The last time I chose to order Thai food, it didn’t work out so well. I can’t decide, so I guess I’ll just have bread. Whatever.” We are often scared to make a decision.

At the same time, we agonize over our choices; sometimes we just don’t make any decisions because it can feel safer to put the decision off to a later date. “I’ll worry about that later” is a thought that can feel more comfortable but only defers the inevitable. A habit of putting off decisions can lead to analysis paralysis and even health problems. Psychologists have long known that the mental paralysis caused by an inability to make decisions can kill self-confidence and even lead to depression. Sometimes the act of making any decision instead of torturing yourself over the right decision can move you forward.

Consider my friend Andy who was a proud member of the police force in a New Jersey town. He loved his job and what he was doing for the community. He took the test to become a captain and was offered the position, and that’s when the torture set in. It was a bigger job with bigger pay, and most others would have jumped at the role. Andy really suffered over making the decision. Maybe because he might have been fearful of failing in such a high-stakes and visible position. Or maybe he didn’t want to change from his comfortable current job that he liked so much. When he made the decision to turn the promotion down, the torture stopped. He never looked back.

“About 99 percent of the time, the right time is right now” is a well-worn bromide that applies to decision-making. The research suggests that making fast decisions can be a good practice for organizations and your career.

Bain & Company carried out a 10-year research study involving more than 1,000 companies. It showed a clear correlation between decision effectiveness and business performance. It found that high-performing companies were making decisions quicker and with less effort, and executing them more frequently than their counterparts. On the other hand, the companies that deliberated over decisions for months saw growth stagnate while their competitors overtook them. (Source: “Bain Decision and Organization Effectiveness Survey,” January 2013.)

For individuals, I have seen the “two-minute rule” work. The idea is to force action through a self-imposed deadline. It’s simple enough to incorporate: anytime you have to make a decision, just set the timer and begin the process. The time limit forces you to quickly assess the pros and cons while quickly coming to a decision. The simplicity behind this tip makes it easy to use in many situations, but probably not on the truly big decisions.

A fast decision can give you time for feedback and allows you to recover if the decision made was the wrong one. Ward Cunningham is a proponent of making a decision as opposed to wasting time not making one. Cunningham is a brilliant computer programmer who originated and developed any number of widely known ideas that are an important component of the internet. He invented the wiki, that piece of software that is so prevalent a part of the internet and is the backbone of many websites. He also created the site WikiWikiWeb in 1995, the first internet wiki. He said this on the importance of making fast, reversible decisions:

I can’t tell you how much time is spent worrying about decisions that don’t matter. To just be able to make a decision and see what happens is tremendously empowering, but that means you have to set up the situation such that when something does go wrong, you can fix it.

THE WHATEVER OF TIME

Cornell University researchers have done extensive studies on the numbers and choices in our lives. They estimate we make roughly 35,000 decisions a day, including over 200 of them on food alone. Our brains make decisions before we consciously realize it. Even though there it is, the choice is on the tip of our tongue, we often take no action. We wait and “whatever” lingers over the decision. We wait because we don’t like the choices or we are scared.

Research abounds about how time affects decisions. The general conclusion is that unless you are going to get a lot smarter real soon, you may as well make the decision now. Otherwise, the decision may never be made. In fact, by waiting, what usually happens is that no decision is ever made.

Study after study also emphasize that the faster you’re able to make decisions, the more successful you’ll be. An article in the May 2019 issue of the McKinsey Quarterly says it all in the title: “Good Decisions Don’t Have to Be Slow Ones.” In a counterintuitive way, the article posits that although your experience tells you that in decision-making, speed comes at the cost of decision quality—it doesn’t. Or rather, it doesn’t have to.

That is not to say irrational or knee-jerk decisions are the secret to success. For the small decisions, your own internal mechanisms have a way of being capable of making fast decisions. The internal decision-making skills are like a muscle that needs to develop. You may not choose the absolute best decision all the time, but by making a speedy decision, you can recover. You can course correct before it’s too late. With a “whatever,” there is no decision to correct other than the one you didn’t make.

Some decisions should never be rushed. Las Vegas wedding chapels tell the story of many rushed decisions. If you’re considering something like whether or not to get married, uprooting your family to get that big promotion, or abandoning one career to begin another, you need to spend solid time collecting information and reflecting on your best course of action.

THE DECISIONS YOU DON’T MAKE ARE THE ONES YOU REGRET

The research also suggests that the decisions people regret the most are the choices of omission or the ones we did not make. In his landmark book, The Power of Regret, Daniel Pink conducted what he called the “World Regret Survey.” He collected regrets from more than 16,000 people in 105 countries. Respondents were not wishy-washy. They overwhelmingly regretted things they didn’t do rather than things they did. Among the most common regrets were not pursuing higher education, turning down opportunities to travel, and missing final chances to connect with loved ones (The Power of Regret: How Looking Backward Moves Us Forward, Daniel Pink, Riverhead Books, 2022).

So it’s better to choose and not regret what you never did. More on regret later. While I would never advise you to make split-second decisions and just plunge in without carefully weighing options, you do have to make the decision quickly and concisely and remember that more thinking may not help but deadlines will.

When confronted with an all-or-nothing scenario, be careful. The extreme ultimatum usually means the “nothing” part will prevail. The win-or-lose option usually includes variations of both scenarios. The world is not black or white. In dealing with sensitive choices and complicated relationships, it is especially important to not set up the win-lose equation. Often, complicated scenarios are full of minor decisions that can be labeled as ambiguous victories or nebulous defeats. Claim them all as ambiguous victories.

THE GRAND EXPERIMENT

When you make a choice, you are predicting the future: “I choose a turkey sandwich for lunch today.” And pretty soon you have a turkey sandwich. Choosing the option that best helps you achieve your goals is always the best one. Whether it’s the turkey sandwich or a college, the one that will put you on the straight and narrow to your goals is the right one.

Our success in our work is built on millions of small choices, because the big decisions are few. I am not suggesting that all decisions are worthy of spending emotional currency, creating spreadsheets, or a life hanging in the balance. I am suggesting that small choices matter and they are everywhere, so pay attention.


TOOLS AND HACKS:
The Three-Option Method

Candy stores have lots of options. Wine stores have lots of options. Our options in business or in life are almost never so plentiful. When faced with choices, “What are our options?” is the right question, but the thinking often ends before the options are truly laid out. There is almost always a limited and finite set of options, so lining them up is the right thing to do.

Option 1: “As Is”

Option 1 is most often picked, but it shouldn’t be. According to a study by University of Chicago economist and Freakonomics coauthor Steven Levitt published in Oxford University’s Review of Economic Studies, when we are uncertain if change will be a positive or a big mistake, we waffle and tend to pick “as is.” It’s a phenomenon known as status quo bias. We stick with what we know rather than taking a risk on a different direction.

The study asked people who were having a hard time making a decision to participate. The study found that those who made a change were much more satisfied than those who picked the status quo, the “as is.” Levitt said in a press release, “A good rule of thumb in decision-making is, whenever you cannot decide what you should do, choose the action that represents a change, rather than continuing the status quo.”

Both organizations and individuals need to change or be left behind. Not many people will say their current lot in life is perfect. Most will say I could make some basic improvements. Doing it is another matter, but “as is” tends to be the least desirable option of the three.

“As is” means boring. “As is” probably means going backward. “As is” means the old way or the way it used to be. It means no change, and who wants that? A “whatever” choice almost always means “as is.” In business, it is generally held that if the organization is not moving forward, it is going backward and it’s true for individuals as well.

Option 2: Some Change Is Required

Call it redecorating without tearing the house down. Or fixing the airplane in midflight. Or restructuring, reorganizing, or doing a major transformation initiative. Option 2 is about change and it’s up to you to decide how much change you can abide. Option 2 presents the possible.

Option 3: Not Business as Usual

Option 3 is rarely picked. It’s the “all hell breaks loose” option. It’s the move to Bora Bora and take up with a mermaid or a sea captain option. Option 3 is for the adventurer. Most of us are not in this category, so go back to Option 2.

In discussions about strategy, execution, planning, or even the mundane aspects of work, it is easy to get bogged down. That’s when the three-option metaphor can come in handy. The idea is to clarify the options and to pick one. Think about the future and what the possibilities might be. The best decisions, however small, should get you to the future for yourself that you want to create.

There are almost always only three options to choose from. I know, it’s a small number and it may sound like an oversimplification, but the options almost always number three. The number of options is not overwhelming; it’s the act of making the choice that can make you crazy. Your options are almost always limited, so pick the best one. You will be happy you did.

Even making what may seem like a complicated career decision can boil down to three options. My example is Kara. She made a gnarly decision early on in her business career. Kara had a boss tell her one day that she was too nice to be in the corporate world. He said, “You should work at a not-for-profit organization or a place where your feelings won’t be hurt all the time. I am afraid you are always about to cry.” He said this in front of a group at a reception. Although Kara welcomed feedback, this was not one of those times. She had not been happy in her job for a while, and now her boss was telling her to find a new line of work. She had a choice. One choice was to show him in her current job how productive and successful she could be. The second choice was to leave and take his advice—leave the business world. If she had said, “whatever” and glossed over his comment, it would have meant staying in the job, doing the same things, and being miserable under his watchful eye. The choice she made was impulsive for her at the time and she made it anyway. She resigned days after receiving that advice from her boss, and now, after serving as a CEO and consultant to major corporations, she is glad she didn’t say “whatever.”

* * *

Making bold decisions at every turn is not what I am ever suggesting, although many would point to what they deem as bold decisions to be the best ones they ever made. I am suggesting that sometimes any decision can be boiled down to three options. Most often, you are the only one who has the information and the emotion to make that choice. In working with organizations or individuals who are paralyzed, the problem is often a sense that there are too many options. Boil them down to three so that you don’t ever say, “We should have made a better decision.”



THE DAILY REMINDER TO NEVER SAY THAT WORD

Consider these small decisions as a sampling of the types of choices we face every day. If you ever respond “whatever” to these questions, like me, you are guilty, and it would be a good idea to stop saying that dreaded word.

• Should I prepare for the Zoom call today or not? The “whatever” answer is, “It’s only a Zoom call. No one will notice if I am winging it.” Wrong. Other Zoomers will notice the “whatever” approach.

• If a meeting is optional for me, should I attend? A boss once told me the word “optional” does not exist in any organization. But the “whatever” word does. Taking the “whatever” option by not attending the optional meeting will mean you are missed and that you may miss something important.

• If I know I am going to be late, should I go anyway? The “whatever” attitude may be what has you late in the first place. Not going to the event, albeit late, would only reinforce the “whatever” label. Go to event, even if you are late, then apologize for being late and participate.

• Should I drain my email or do it later? Treating email with a “whatever” will not make it go away. Acquiring the biggest backlog of email is not the contest you should want to win. The “whatever” attitude will soon lead to a life of email dread. The other choice is to attack it and win the email war.

• About those requests to connect on LinkedIn, should I deal with them? A “whatever” response is a no, don’t pay attention to the requests. The choice means that there could be a recruiter that you will miss or an interesting connection that can boost your career. It could also mean you connect with a desperate “prince” somewhere who needs your credit card number. The risk is worth avoiding the “whatever” moment.

• Will anyone notice if I post about the party last night? Treating this question with a “whatever” answer could be career limiting. Depending on the content of the post, the choice to put it out there with a shrug should elicit a swift and negative response from the boss.

Admit it. When faced with these seemingly inconsequential decisions, your response may have been “whatever.” Each of these little decisions could have an impact on what happens in your life and career today and should not be deferred or ignored. Bad outcomes on small decisions can usually be changed. As in next time, do your hair and wear a better shirt on that Zoom meeting. Make the choice; it’s never “whatever.” Depending on what follows each decision, life could take a different turn—good or bad, but at least you made the decision.


PERSPECTIVES ON WHATEVER

JOHN BULLOCK

attorney, Episcopal priest, community leader


John Bullock is a nationally renowned attorney in Kansas. He helps individuals and businesses avoid, manage, and resolve conflict. In addition, as a priest he is a skilled advisor and counselor. He is an inspiration in combining his two seemingly unrelated careers.



“If one has a personal mission statement, avoiding any sense of uncertainty about choices is easy.” John Bullock has a personal mission statement and lives by it: “To lift up the less fortunate, build community, promote healing and reconciliation, and advance the causes of justice, equity, and peace for all people.” His unusual dual career gives him a perspective on decisions seen by few.

He believes the decisions we make each day can be boiled down to the simple question of, “Do I want to act on this or not?” Nothing good is in between. In other words, if it’s worth doing, do it, if not, don’t. Only do what is worth doing. As someone who spends a lot of time listening as both a lawyer and a priest, he knows how hard decisions can be and is empathetic with those who have trouble with decisions.

“It’s like,” he says, “when you go to the doctor’s office and the doctor says, ‘this is your decision.’ What you really want to happen is for the doctor to make the decision for you.” Sometimes you just want to let go and let others do the decision making for you.

When he hears “whatever,” John asks himself, “What should I be listening for? Is this person hurting? Is this person avoiding something? Is this person asking me to probe? The implication is that the word might be hiding something and I need to continue listening. Then I need to tailor any counsel accordingly. Both as a lawyer and a priest I am often taken to intimate places. Choices can be difficult.” He notes that sometimes a decision can lead to undesirable outcomes. “Prisons and confession booths are full of people who made a decision that led to unfortunate outcomes. Those decisions don’t lead to progress and are sometimes tragic. The decision to rob that bank or have ‘one for the road’ are just bad decisions. A ‘whatever’ and no decision may have been better. However, without sounding Pollyannaish, sometimes a bad decision can lead to something good in the end. Maybe even a reawakening.

“Quantitative decisions are often easy. Data and knowledge can help shape decisions but that may not be enough. It is wisdom that we all seek. It’s the wisdom that makes us comfortable with choices. Any complicated decisions require a deep look into what is most important to you.

“Making choices, no matter the size, should mean making progress and one should not confuse motion with progress. Making no decisions is not even motion,” John says.



WHATEVER WISDOM


A personal mission will define your decisions. “Whatever” will never even enter your mind.






CHAPTER 2

MAKING THE CHOICE

Being Intentional

In the important decisions of personal life,
we should be governed, I think,
by the deep inner needs of our nature.

—SIGMUND FREUD

“Intentional” is the word of the year. Maybe the word of the decade. Maybe it will be the one key word that can help you make decisions. “Intentional” is a powerful word that is dynamic in how it affects our decisions, so let’s boil it down. “Intentional” means you have something in mind, some outcome, something you’ve designed, and you are willing it to be so. There is something you want

Three simple words can make a difference in your life: actions follow intent. If your intent is clear, so are your choices, even small ones. If you intend to lose weight, you act like you are on a diet. If you intend to stay married, you act like you are married. If the intent is to be customer focused, choices and actions are based on that simple direction. If the intent is to be profitable, the choices and actions may be to cut costs or raise prices. It may seem too simple, but when an intent is clear, so are the actions that follow it. When an intent is not clear, neither are the actions, so it’s difficult to make a decision.

BIG, SMALL, SLOW, AND FAST

Most of the decisions we face are not big. Whether the decision is about your career, your organization, or even your life, the list of the big ones just is not that long. When I asked people, “How many big decisions are there in your life?” Most people have trouble naming more than 10.

Take your own survey. Ask someone about the big decisions they made in their life. Ask them about those choices that were so monumental that the course of a life changed. Ask them about the choices that were irrevocable and so important to the arc of a life that the memory of dealing with that choice is vivid. Chances are you will get a response about love and/or marriage, children, family relationships, careers, religion, college, investments, geography, real estate, retirement, and maybe a few more. Chances are too that many of those decisions will be tinged with emotions like joy or regret. As noted by Daniel H. Pink in his book The Power of Regret, regrets will focus on opportunities that we missed more than on the choices we made.

Depending on one’s life and occupation, there could be big decisions every day. Imagine the decisions each day that brain surgeons, heads-of-state, or military leaders at war must face. For the rest of us mere mortals, the list of big decisions is not long and most of us have the same list.

Looking for a job and accepting a job is a big decision, as is the decision to quit or to retire. Working for an early-stage company or a more well-established company is another big choice. Whether or not to relocate for the company is life changing. What about starting your own business? In your own career you will know when the big decisions come along and in those choices are embedded questions like:

• How hard do you want to work?

• How ambitious are you?

• What lifestyle is attractive?

• How much risk are you willing to take?

Each question has a long list of factors that go with your answer to put them in the big-decision category. And each one will be more readily answered if your intent is clear.

Similar questions are faced by organizations: although most decisions are small, most will face a regular calendar of big decisions as well. The process of making the big decision in a company will be different than it is on personal matters. Depending on the size of the company, most will have a group who can help with big decisions by slicing, dicing, and performing the analysis to focus in on the right choice. Decisions that involve ownership and so many other elements of an organization’s health are all big. But I believe the biggest decision any organization must make is figuring out what they are basing the decision-making on: Is it stock price? People? Customer service? Revenue growth? Expansion? Once the decision about the variables that drive the big decision are in place, the big ones are more readily made.

Big decisions regarding careers do exist, and we make them while considering our own best interests as well as those closest to us, and not based on a “whatever” attitude. Career decisions affect our lives, as I will point out later. Organizational big decisions are made based on analysis and mission-driven variables—without a “whatever” approach.

Some life decisions that we face are momentous. These are the decisions that set us on a course that is often irrevocable. These are the decisions that last for years or even a lifetime and can impact our families and those around us. These are the decisions that make for the high drama in the movies. These are the decisions that we look back on with awe and wonder, and say, “That was the best decision I ever made.” Or we look back with regret and a scratch of the head, and question ourselves with, “What was I thinking at the time?” And when big-decision moments do come along, you usually know it. The big decisions don’t usually evoke a “whatever” response, and we can learn from that. When you say, “Wow, this is a big decision,” you might know that nothing will be the same again.

The big decisions almost always mean that when one course is chosen, all the other choices are eliminated. There are no alternatives. As in, “If I choose to marry Bill, I can’t marry Joe.” “If I choose to work for Procter and Gamble, I can’t work for General Motors (at least for now).” “If I choose to study English literature, I cannot be an accountant.” In fact, the actual derivation of the word “decision” comes from the Latin word caedere, meaning “to cut away.” When we make a big decision, we likely cut away other choices, other opportunities, and the possibility of better outcomes. The mere act of making those big decisions is fraught with stress and anxiety. For me, big decisions can induce nausea and I am not alone in that feeling.

The concept of path dependence is important regarding big decisions. Although the notion can get technical when it comes to economics or the social sciences, it is easy to understand when it comes to “whatever.” Very simply, path dependence suggests history matters. The choices made about marriage, relationships, education, investing, and so many other things, no matter your age, create an entire world of subsequent choices that are dependent on that one choice. So choose wisely because the path you choose will dictate many others down the road.

The big decisions are the ones that should be considered, deliberated, and contemplated with both data and emotions. The big decisions may be few, but most of us have to deal with the same ones. The big decisions are pretty common, no matter who you are. Sure, some big decisions are unique, because each of us is unique in our own way, but there is more commonality than uniqueness. The big decisions that people most often point to as life altering can be lumped into a few broad categories. The big decisions are reviewed here not in the order of significance, but rather with an eye toward the order in which we have to deal with them in our lives.

Education

Should I go to college? Where should I go? What should I study? What do I want out of the degree? Do I really need it? What if my boyfriend/girlfriend wants me to go to their same college? How far away should I go? How will I pay for it? What if I am not admitted to the places I want to attend?

For many of us, the college years are formative years that shape us into the adults we become. College choice, or whether one should go to college, matters as one of the important decisions of a lifetime. The college experience usually includes making lifelong friends. It is where we probably learn about alcohol and intimacy. If you go to college, that college becomes part of your personal brand.

While in college each of us has subchoices that can be important, like trying to get good grades or joining a social group. Take a look at obituaries. Even for those who live to a ripe old life, the college that they attended will be featured prominently. Some will treat college choice as a “whatever” moment driven by relationships or school mascots. “Whatever University” is not a choice.

College after high school is not the only choice one has to make. Learning a trade or launching a business or delaying higher education are all viable options from which to choose. One needs to consider finances, readiness, relationships, return on investment, and so many other factors. Those factors will dictate a choice. Sleeping until noon and watching daytime TV is a choice too, but not a good one.

Relationships/Marriage

Is he or she the “one,” or can I do better if I wait? How will I know? Is this the last chance? What if I make a mistake? Will this person support my career? Will I support my partner’s career? What about moving in together? How much do I want to keep my extended family in my life? Have I outgrown this friend group? Is marriage outdated? Should I cut ties with my toxic family? Do I stay for the kids?

These are truly life decisions, and timing is the variable that can affect these decisions the most. Just when you thought it was safe and you finish college, the choices that are even bigger than education appear on your menu. The next big decision is about relationships and often comes at the heels of a graduation event. Like education and relationships, as you will see, almost all the big decisions are interrelated.

Of all the decisions in life, what you decide about relationships could be the biggest one with the lasting consequences. Noted Boston-based marketing executive Susan Bianchi said, “The only mistake you can really make in your twenties is marrying the wrong person.” Anything close to a “whatever” attitude when it comes to relationships will have dramatic and, likely, unfortunate consequences.

When it comes to love, “whatever” should never be a part of the mix. The options of “any port in a storm” or “If you can’t be with the one you love, love the one you’re with” are still choices, although burdened with consequences. Dating sites are all about choices as well as hope. Love is all about small choices and how those choices affect the relationship. We all know love is complicated, but choosing to be expressive and paying attention will help it endure.

Responding to ultimatums might be the worst form of “whatever” when it comes to love. As in, “If we don’t move in together, we need to break up.” The potential for a “whatever” response in that situation exists. Save yourself all the anguish and moving expenses. If the response is, “I am not sure, but may as well move in together,” you are really saying “whatever” and not making a choice. Another form of compromise in relationships is that notion of, “Sometimes you have to go along to get along.” “Going along” seems a little like “whatever” to me.

Career

What if I don’t know what I want to do? Should I do what I like or what will allow me to get a job? What if I don’t want to be an accountant? How much money is realistic? Will I make a contribution to the greater good? Should I quit? How much am I willing to suffer for money? What if I never want to go into an office again? What if my only choice is to work for the family business?

“What do you do?” is a question we all respond to for our entire adult lives. The answer should be something you choose, not something chosen for you or driven by job openings at the time. The world will always be full of opportunities for accountants, I suppose. That fact doesn’t mean you should choose it as a career by saying, “Whatever, I will go where the jobs are and become an accountant.” Misery might be defined by living day-to-day in a job you hate. The words “career paths” are an oxymoron. Careers are rarely on a path and are more likely to find you running around in the bushes and brambles than on any path. You may have to create your own path; just pick one. As the world keeps telling you, you can always change careers. The career path of “whatever” does not exist.

Children

Do I want them? When? How many? What if I can’t have any? What if I don’t want any? What if I don’t like children? What if it’s too late? Should I adopt? Can I afford to have them? Who will take care of them? Will I stay home or take a break from my career? Should I have one alone? Will I lose myself?

The thought of having children brings both joy and panic. Creating a child can be a choice or a “whoops,” but the result is not a “whatever” moment. As is true in the process of making choices about marriage and relationships, the concept of path dependence enters the discussion. Having children casts a die that dictates choices and decisions for the rest of one’s life. Absolutely nothing about the choice of having children is about the word “whatever.”

Geography

Where do I want to live? Not only where, but will I go to the city, suburbs, country? Do I want an apartment, a house, or condo? What about weather? Do I like the people in that part of the world? Will I fit in? Will I starve because there are no jobs there?

Places matter. Some would say all places matter, but not all matter to you. What matters to you is where you live, and that is one of the big decisions of a life. Place dictates careers, opportunities, finances, activities, family, and pretty much all that can make you happy or miserable. Place is not a “whatever” decision based on loose choices.

Religion

What are my beliefs? Where do I start? What happens when I die? What if I don’t like the religion in which I was raised? What if I am afraid to change? Do I want to live my life as a religion might dictate?

Some might say religion is not a major choice in our lives. For most of us, we grow up in a faith based on family history and the choice of our ancestors. Or we might grow up in a setting where there is no religion. In either case, choices do exist. The religion one practices is a big decision that never includes the word “whatever.” Choices do exist when it comes to religion and it’s better to make them than to drift into the faith of “whatever.” Faith is a private choice and a major decision in one’s life.

Lifestyle

How ambitious should I be? Should I take more risks? Do I want a “big life” or a controlled life? Do I want to be rich and famous? Do I want to travel? Do I want experiences or things to collect? How much effort am I willing to put in to be healthy? Do I find the traditional norms of society confining?

The notion of “I am going to live in New York City for just two years, make a lot of money, and then go to the place I really want to live,” is alive. I have heard the same thing said about working at big tech. “I plan to work my ass off at (Google, Facebook, Apple, Microsoft) for just a few years. It will look good on my résumé, and then I can go someplace where I won’t have to work so hard.” Later, after salary increases, stock plans, and mortgages, the choices start to fade. What was a clear choice of “after a few years” becomes “I am stuck.” Those people who had planned to change are still in place many years later, still waiting for the time when they can leave. The time may never come. There is a difference between settling into a satisfying lifestyle versus settling for a lifestyle you never really chose.

Random Big Decisions for Consideration

Should I get that tattoo and body piercing? Should I get in shape? Should I have a face-lift? Should I save for retirement? Should I spend my life savings on a car? Should I ever try bungee jumping? Should I be buried or cremated? Do I tell my friend her husband is having an affair?

Yes, there is an entire set of decisions that are not as big as having children, but it is hard to remove those tattoos.

* * *

You get the idea. Big decisions are like parallel universes that follow you through life. They never go away, and you may struggle with decisions about careers, relationships, and geographies for your entire life. Big decisions often come in batches, and the outcomes can set you on a path.

THE WORST THAT CAN HAPPEN

The big decisions require a thorough examination of outcomes that could prove disastrous. The worst-case scenarios on big decisions can prove harmful to health, relationships, careers, and more. Some big decisions could be life-changing or life-threatening if not treated with the proper considerations. Should I volunteer for that new therapy? Should I pop the question about marriage? What if he or she is not the right one for me? Is the reward worth the risk? Should I take the new job? What if we move for the new job and I don’t like the new job? What if we don’t like the new location? Big decisions require big serious thought, and even then, the gut instinct is the variable that helps you make the decision. And in those big decisions when the question “What’s the worst that can happen?” is posed, the answer can be something pretty bad.

Saying “whatever” can be a mechanism to avoid even the big decisions. Growing up in New Jersey there was a life trajectory established for many at an early age. It was not an unusual plan—our parents had the plan, we would have the plan, and our children would have the plan. It was specific: graduate from high school, get a good job at the GM plant or in the postal service, get married, then retire at an early age, move “down the shore,” and wait for the grandkids to visit. It’s the easy route and why not take it? So you say, “Sounds pretty good to me, whatever.” In agreeing, all the decisions of life are removed from the equation. I know many friends who took that route and good for them. But isn’t life more? A “whatever” life can be one of settling for what is available, not the adventure that life could be. Call it the road not taken or your own journey; either way it doesn’t start with “whatever.”

Big decisions can be the result of a circumstance and situation. If you say to yourself, “I don’t like this and I am going to change it,” that is often a big decision when it applies to life. Anyone who left a bad marriage or a fast-lane corporate life will say it was a big decision and they would be right. The big ones never go away but are affected by all the daily smaller decisions we make.

So if the big decisions are few, what are some of the small decisions that matter? You can make a list of every choice that crosses your mind or screen during a day. Daily decisions might seem tedious or mundane, but they are the ones that make a difference. Ignoring them can make life miserable and work a daily frustration. Too often, like turning over the Magic 8 Ball, we see that the answers are hazy, so we moan and whine. That uncertainty can make us miserable, but the choices still need to be made.

Some seemingly routine choices can stay with us forever because we didn’t know they were big at the time. A “whatever” or making a haphazard decision can lead to regret, even years later. The world is littered with people with broken hearts from a bad choice on a big decision.

Even something as simple as not paying attention in that sophomore accounting class could come back to haunt us when taking an upper-level class that we flunk, which affects our job prospects. With some choices you will be second-guessing yourself forever. Like, what would have happened if that boy or girl from high school hadn’t dumped me? Or if I had worn glasses, could I have hit that curveball? Or if I had stuck with the guitar, could I have been a rock star?

Some people I know think they can delay the big choices with lots of “whatevers.” Wrong. The big life decisions are front-loaded. We are most likely to start making them in our twenties. Although the big ones continue throughout our lives, they clump at an age when we might not be equipped to deal with them. But most people are trying to solve the same problems early in adulthood:

• What kind of education should I get?

• How should I earn a living?

• What kind of family should I build and with whom?

• Where should I put down roots?

How you answer these questions will set you on a course for life. The big decisions will continue to pop up and are almost always intertwined with other big decisions, but they are few. Unlike many of the big life decisions, most career decisions can be changed or adjusted or reversed. You may start out as an engineer but realize a shift into a sales role is more satisfying. You may begin a career as an artist and become a leader in a not-for-profit organization. You may graduate from law school and begin your career as a lawyer but pivot into a nonlawyer job.

So if big choices are few in number and some choices are big, but there is no way of knowing it at the time, what’s left? All the small choices are right in front of you waiting to be made without the “whatever” factor.


TOOLS AND HACKS:
The If/Then Scenario and Actions Following Intent

I am a big fan of the if/then scenario way of thinking. The scenario is just a way of understanding how changes in one thing affects another. To kill “whatever,” if/then is just a simple equation that can easily be manipulated. The “if” is about intent. The “then” is about the desired outcome.

If you do this, then this will happen.

If you don’t do this, then this will happen.

If you want this to happen, then you need to do this.

If you don’t want this to happen, then you need to do this.

Try this timely career example:

If I go to college to study accounting, then I can get a job in accounting.

If I don’t study accounting in college, then I will not become an accountant.

If I want to be an accountant, then I need to study accounting in college.

If I don’t want to be an accountant, then I can study anything I want.

You can plug in your own variables on both sides of the if/then equation. Here are a few that might relate to actions following intent:

If you intend to be mission driven, you create a mission that you are passionate about.

If you intend to make changes, you evaluate what needs to change.

If you intend to get a raise, you ask for one.

If you intend to get a good review, you prepare for the review.

If you intend to give a great presentation, you practice.

If you intend to be satisfied, you eliminate the dis-satisfiers.

If you intend to implement a strategy, you create a plan.

If you intend to create a following, you tell the truth.

If you intend to build a network, you get out of your comfort zone.

If you intend to get fired, you do something stupid (the list is long).

If you intend to make a decision, you create a way to do so.

If you intend to take time off, disconnect.

If you intend to lose respect, act like an asshole.

If you intend to get promoted, show up and be prepared.

If/then is all about the future. Your future.



What If All the Options to Choose from Will All Result in a Bad Outcome?

College football has a certain allure that enhances the brand. However, unless you are the University of Alabama or other big-time program, fielding a college football team is a huge resource drain on the institution without much in the way of payback. The decision situation I faced when I was a college president was either to eliminate the football program and incur the wrath of the players, students, and alumni or keep the program and let it gradually sink the college into an untenable financial situation.

I knew my tenure at the college would be up soon and that I could easily get away with avoiding the situation altogether, saying “whatever” and kicking it to the next president to mull over. Despite that the variables were way more complicated than I knew, I didn’t say “whatever, this will someone else’s problem soon enough,” and took on the issue. The football team had almost one hundred players on it who would surely leave the college without a team to play on. That is a lot of tuition dollars to lose, and there is not a comparable team to replace it. The emotional element was important too.

On the other hand, the games were poorly attended, the football alumni gave very little money to the college, the players created all kinds of behavioral problems on campus, and most important, there were no opponents nearby that were willing to play against us. The college was not in a conference, and in order to make a schedule work, the team had to fly great distances or pay other teams to visit.

This was not one of those quick decisions. This took time, deliberation, and lots of internal angst and lost sleep. Ultimately, I announced the elimination of the football program to the team and all hell broke loose. There were tears, demonstrations, threats, and screaming, all directed at me. The athletic director told me, “Announcing that decision was more difficult than asking his wife for a divorce.” That year at commencement the trustees of the college insisted I wear a bulletproof vest. I survived.

Today the college is much more successful because of a choice between options that had dramatic repercussions. The intent was to put the college on a more sustainable financial footing. The action was to eliminate the football program.

Luckily, not all decisions are as big as eliminating a collegiate sports team.


PERSPECTIVES ON WHATEVER

JOHN HAMM

CEO, executive coach, investor, board member


John Hamm is an in-demand executive coach. He makes leaders better. There is a waiting list from prominent CEOs to retain his services. He has served as the CEO of a technology company as well as a general partner at a venture capital firm. He is a father, a scratch golfer, and an expert in audio technology.



John can be sympathetic to the situation as he said, “Whatever is an expression of exasperation, it is muttered by someone at the end of their rope regarding someone or something. The problem is those that hear the word can be exasperated too. It doesn’t help.”

And if a leader says “whatever,” it means it must be OK and it can spread through the organization. It’s never OK.

He described a situation where he worked with a CEO who was being badgered by a member of the board of directors. The CEO said, “That guy is driving me nuts with incessant calls about details that he shouldn’t care about. I don’t know what to do.” According to John, by acquiescing to all the unreasonable requests, the CEO was surrendering with a “whatever.” “Whatever” meant it would all continue.

When we say, “This is not working for me” and don’t do anything about it, that is “whatever.” Instead, we should resolve frustrations by being active in the response. When the frustrated CEO said something like, “I need you to understand the problem with your requests. Let me make a suggestion.” And the problem was resolved.

As a coach, he helps leaders find a way to resolve problems that they cannot see. Often, John poses the question, “What can we do to make a good decision here?” It requires patience and strong emotional intelligence for both coach and client. A sense of “whatever” can be a way for a leader to delay which John does not accept. The coaching challenge is to push that the hard stuff is done first, and that may require “timeouts” so that the best outcome is the goal. John calls it, “Pay that bill now.”

Among many others, the problem with a response like “whatever” is that the listener doesn’t know how to respond. We have to decipher what it could mean, and that can be dangerous. It could be passive-aggressive or it could mean nothing, but it usually results in an avalanche of hard conversations at a later time. It’s not a good communication tool.



WHATEVER WISDOM


“Whatever” should be against the rules, like the “no asshole” rule.
It might eliminate the assholes.






CHAPTER 3

THE ROAD TO AWARENESS

Gaining Perspectives

I think that somehow, we learn who we really
are and then live with that decision.

—ELEANOR ROOSEVELT

An important trait I have found common among people when it comes to decision-making is self-awareness. Those who are self-aware know their own strengths and limitations. Even more than that, in a deeper sense, self-aware people know their own emotions, thoughts, and values and understand how they impact decision-making. They are comfortable in their own skin. Even when the decisions are difficult, they make them and live with the consequences, knowing they did the best they could. A self-aware person moves on. A self-aware person may rely on their gut when making decisions.

A good example was illustrated to me when I worked with a leader who captured the notion of self-awareness under trying conditions. Mike was the CEO of a major communications company, which at one time would have been called a telephone company. He was making big changes for the good of the company, and all hell was breaking loose around him. The unions were striking, the stock price was plummeting, jobs were being eliminated, and his effigy was being burnt in the off-premises parking lot. There was nothing good to see or report. My own blood pressure was exploding. I wasn’t sure what to tell him about the waves of problems breaking around him, but I didn’t have to. He knew all about what was happening. He sensed my awkwardness, like there was a dead body in the room, and said with a half-smile, “Rich, it’s only dial tone.” Mike kept his perspective and stayed at the job, and before long the company was humming along and he was a hero. His perspective and self-awareness led to good judgment and good decisions, which can lead to success.

Daniel Goleman would have enjoyed the scene. Dr. Goleman is the psychologist who developed the concept of emotional intelligence (EQ). His notion that EQ is as important as IQ when it comes to success is now widely held. The logic holds that a person who has a high EQ will be better at making decisions and being comfortable with them. Self-aware people are likely to make decisions based on an intuitive sense of what is right, and they understand how any decision will impact others. A self-aware person who is feeling upset or vengeful may not make a decision, knowing that it may not be the right one given the emotions at hand. But that doesn’t mean “whatever” is entering the scene; it means that it may be best to wait.

We all are fluent in the language of PowerPoint and social media, but what it takes to be self-aware can be a mystery. Here is what I believe it takes to achieve some level of self-awareness and help you make decisions.

Perspective

What’s the big picture? In the course of human events, how important is this decision? Your experience, values, and world-view will inform your perspective that will enable you to set priorities and make decisions. Should you choose to go on that long-planned family vacation or stay in the office to handle another emergency? Sometimes every choice and decision can be addressed by taking a deep breath, sitting back in your chair, and asking yourself, “What’s the most important thing I can do today?” A little perspective is often called wisdom and the knowledge of what’s important.

Honesty

Look on the wall of any organization and you are likely to see a framed poster with the headline: Corporate Values. At the top of the list will be a word or words that connote honesty. Words not far away from “honesty” on the poster could include “integrity,” “candor,” and “respect.” The poster is a good reminder, but that’s not enough. When it comes to decisions, the focus needs to be on truly being honest with yourself and double-clicking on what that really means. Will they notice if I don’t turn in my timesheet? Do I really want to make that bungee jump? Am I hungry and do I need to eat that extra cookie? Do I really need to spend time with Uncle Joe? The thousands of small decisions that you make without being honest with yourself will fester and pile up. Being honest at work is not about avoiding fraud or breaking the law; it’s about dealing with what’s right in front of you and knowing when you are in a position to be more successful. Honesty and self-awareness might be as simple as asking questions like, “Have we all just agreed to do something that no one wants to do? Or do we really think this project will ever be finished?”

Awareness

Keep up. Know what is going on around you. Be self-aware and aware at the same time. Read. When I first joined a big-time venture capital firm, I asked the senior partner, “What can I do to come up to speed quickly?” He said, “Read the Sunday Edition of the New York Times from cover to cover. Don’t just read the business section. Read it all, including Travel, Arts & Leisure and the section about who is getting married. You need to know about what they think is newsworthy and in style because we might be investing in any of those areas.” He was right. He was telling me that investment ideas will emerge because one needs to recognize patterns of what the future might hold.

In addition, awareness means knowing what is going on right next to you. If all of the competition in your market is staging layoffs, your organization probably will be too. If you know you haven’t contributed to the success of your organization in a long time, everyone else does too. Be aware of what is important in focus on how you might best contribute. Never lose your awareness, self or otherwise.

Being self-aware is a trait admired by others. A sense of being gracious and generous can surround those who are self-aware. The late Robert Noyce is credited with being the inventor of the microprocessor and the founder of Intel. As the host of many meetings with groups and individuals, he had a perspective about meetings that illustrated his self-awareness. Lots of people wanted to meet with him and get his attention for any number of reasons. Almost everyone he met with wanted something from him. I worked with him on a project when he told me,

I am fully aware that when I meet with someone or a group, to me it may just be another meeting. But for the people I am meeting with, they might consider our meeting as the most important one of their week or month. For some, they may think it to be the most important meeting of their life. I doubt that, but I am conscious of that thought and give anyone I meet with my fullest attention. The meeting may not be important to me but to others it is. I don’t approach any meeting with a roll of the eyes.

With courtesy and grace, Bob Noyce was both self-aware and accountable to the agenda of the meeting and the people he was meeting with.

Delivery

Broadcasting is not necessary if you are self-aware. You will know and those around you will know. You might even have an aura. You will send a message that you were confident, decisions will be made, and things will get done. Self-awareness is embedded in all you do and say, what you wear, and everything else about you; there is no place to hide and you can never let your guard down. Delivery is about what you will be known for, your brand, and it should smack of a self-aware person.

So how does all the self-awareness happen so you can start making good decisions? Start by knowing your strengths and weaknesses. If you flunked math three times, the odds are good that you will not be a great decision maker in finance or accounting. Get help. Weaknesses tend to be easy to identify for most of us. It’s knowing your strengths and using them to make decisions that will make for confident decision-making. For example, knowing that numbers and analysis is a weakness but listening skills are a strength can put you in good stead if you surround yourself with math geeks.

Self-assessment can also lead to self-awareness. When I leave a meeting, I know whether or not it was a good meeting. When I make a presentation or give a talk, I know how well it went over with the audience. I don’t need to read the evaluations. When my wife asks, “How did you do?” my answer may not be as forthcoming, but I know the real answer. We all need to self-assess honestly to be self-aware. No shrugging or “whatevers” allowed. How anyone deals with self-assessment is usually the difference between success and failure. (I use the word “usually” because there seem to be leaders, especially politicians, who are not self-aware but who continue to stay in power.) Self-assessments are a way of adjusting. The adjustment entails using your strengths more than trying to fix your weaknesses. As a manager, if you are a good communicator but not good with technology, focus on messages, and surround yourself with the techies. Trying to force or change things doesn’t work either. How many times have we seen a leader try to fake empathy in a situation where it is required? Faking only shows a lack of self-awareness.

Another key ingredient in the self-awareness recipe, and an important one, is the concept of empathy. Call it walking in another person’s shoes or understanding others’ perspectives, developing the skill of empathy will make one more self-aware and better at decisions. Most people believe they are strong on the empathy skill, but in my experience, most have a long way to go on the empathy skill before they are self-aware and better at the small decisions. Saying “I grew up poor too” does not mean you are empathetic. It means you grew up poor. Paying close attention to others and acknowledging differences is a big step toward empathy.

NO APOLOGY IS EQUIVALENT TO “WHATEVER”

When we do make mistakes, it is not a “whatever” moment. Not admitting a mistake is a mistake, and treating a mistake like a “whatever” only adds to your first mistake. “It takes a big person to admit their mistake” is a bromide often applied to leaders and it is true. An apology might be the first step in eliminating the “whatever” from a mistake. It is not a sign of weakness to acknowledge mistakes and apologize. Do not add to the mistake with a “whatever.”

The word “whatever” is not a substitute for the word “sorry.” Say you’re sorry when it is needed. Saying “I never apologized” is not usually something to be proud of. The world is a better place when people say they’re sorry, not “whatever.” Imagine promising something to coworkers but they all know that it’s just not going to happen. When the promise is not fulfilled, the response should not be “whatever.” It should be, “I’m sorry but what I promised is just not going to happen, it won’t happen again, let’s move on.” In any situation when an apology from a leader is warranted, it can be seen as a sign of strength, not weakness. Apologies that are rare can be especially meaningful.

USING THE GUT

By now you should have concluded that self-aware people are not the people who say “whatever.” They don’t because they understand the links between their emotions and decision-making. They are cool and collected when making decisions, even when under stress. They tend to be respected leaders and are not intimidated by problems; they solve them. Those who are not self-aware are pretty much the opposite. They have trouble making decisions because they get overwhelmed, upset, and retreat.

The people who are self-aware trust their gut and are confident in that as a decision-making tool. It could be because they have used it for good results in the past through trial and error. But to understand your gut, you need practice and experience; ask any poker player. Gut feelings are only as good as the patterns we draw from them. An experienced athlete will operate from the gut. A trained scientist may draw from the gut in addition to all the data. An experienced leader will draw from the gut. In fact, a survey that was conducted in 2002 by executive search firm Christian & Timbers revealed that fully 45 percent of corporate executives now rely more on instinct than on facts and figures in running their businesses.

Think of your gut feelings as a complicated mixture of intuition, experience, background, ideals, and emotions. No one can find it in their body, but we all have that gut. As you become more and more self-aware, the gut can be trusted more and more. One of the most important choices for all of us is to understand our gut so we know when to use it and when to put it away.

Choices belong to you; they are yours and a self-aware person will make them with confidence. Think James Bond. At the most basic level, the choices we make every day are simple: it’s about setting priorities and objectives, understanding how to achieve them step-by-step, and seeing to it that they are executed. Self-awareness allows us to use our “gut” to make decisions and avoid “whatever.”


TOOLS AND HACKS:
Your Gut

Making decisions based on your gut may not be scientific, and you may not know where your gut is located, but it is a system that can work.

“I look in the eyes. If I see fire and passion, I will make the investment.” So said a venture capitalist friend regarding due diligence. His track record was stellar. The gut is not really a decision tool, but lots of people use it to make decisions. We even challenge each other in decision-making with questions like, “What is your gut telling you?” If your gut is right, it’s just hard to know if it was luck or an informed decision. How do you know how your gut arrived at a decision? How do you know if your gut will work the same way over time? If your gut is wrong, it’s hard to know what to learn from the mistake. The gut can be helpful, but if it is wrong all the time, you will be back to “whatever.” Some people have better guts than others. Learn to trust your intuition or gut but know the gut’s limitations.

Gut decisions can help you avoid “whatever.”

• The gut is fast. No need to wait for analysis even in complex decisions.

• Being self-aware and trusting your gut are two sides of the same coin.

• Your gut draws information from your EQ as well as your IQ.

• If all the other decision-making tools don’t work, your gut is always there.

• Your gut helps you identify people that you don’t trust or want to work with. That’s a decision.

• Your gut is almost always right in assessing other people.




PERSPECTIVES ON WHATEVER

LEILA LANCE

global consultant, coach, change management expert, adventurer


The life story of Leila Lance is fodder for a full-length movie. She is one of 14 children (number 13), the daughter of a migrant worker. She moved in and out of 21 states by the time she was six months old. She was incorrectly labeled learning disabled at an early age. Her earliest memories are of picking strawberries. She learned responsibility and accountability at an early age.



“Early on in my life, I learned to make decisions, no matter how small or big, and I learned to make them quickly. I developed the discipline of seeing patterns, observing, and listening. That discipline has made me a good consultant. I saw too that small decisions can set you off in a direction, so set the direction and make the decisions accordingly,” she says.

Leila is a natural coach. She believes that when there is a choice to be made, the universe is presenting it for a reason and she needs to seize it, or not, and move on. She believes in the power of relationships: “The best small decisions I have made in life are all the people I have stayed connected with. You can leave a job or city and have the easiest excuse to move on from people. My spiritual side has always told me people have come into your life for a purpose. That purpose is a two-way responsibility and an opportunity that you have to nurture. It actually takes little time but much intention. Thinking of someone matters in ways so much bigger than that moment and acting on that moment makes all of the difference.”

The saddest “whatever” is when people give up. She always wants to know what’s behind a “whatever” attitude. Is it hiding vulnerability? Pain? Anger? She wants to know and is willing to open that emotional box.

Leila believes everything happens for a reason, and we need to make decisions to explore the possibilities.



WHATEVER WISDOM


A decision is like an opportunity; it may not ever come again.






CHAPTER 4

THE WORK WHATEVERS

Accountability as a Cure

Greatness is not a function of circumstance.
Greatness, it turns out, is largely a matter
of conscious choice, and discipline.

—JAMES COLLINS

Like dry-ice smoke at rock concert, “whatever” can seep into your organization and your attitude toward work. Your career will suffer. Some people blow things off, while others tend to matters at hand. When some people wake up too late, the response is “whatever.” Pay attention. Catch yourself before you succumb to the easy way by not making decisions; even the small ones matter.

The key components of the work journey are choosing a career, interviewing and finding a job, doing well on a performance review, getting paid, dealing with bosses, and leaving a job. No part of the journey will be enhanced with a “whatever,” and we will explore it all. Whether choosing a career, getting hired and fired, or lots of activities in between, “whatever” won’t help you.

In every workplace, regardless of size, location, industry, or culture, the cure for “whatever” is accountability. When you are accountable for the outcome, you are much more likely to make a decision with a sense that it will be a good one. When you are not accountable, the choices may not matter that much. The result is “whatever.” The notion applies to every dimension of work (and life). Having no accountability and making no decisions can quickly lead to a sense of being a victim, blaming others, and excuses. Maybe you will hope “things will get better” even if there is no accountability. It is a false hope.

Accountability brings attention to decisions and solutions, and it applies to your career, beginning with the planning stage.

ACCOUNTABILITY IS YOUR CAREER KEY

A career is a combination of ambition, skills, timing, the economy, luck, and so many other variables that we can’t predict. Every facet of career success depends on a willingness and ability to make small and large decisions. Careers are defined by experience, preparation, schooling, and lots of luck. Lots of luck. Except for the luck, many decisions were involved.

In the arc of a career, from getting a job to leaving a job, there is no room for indecision. Rather than accidents, career paths are composed of many small decisions that make for a satisfying career, or not.

Your career should be a joyful journey filled with getting hired, promoted, developing, learning, and maybe getting fired, although that is usually not the joyful part. We pivot, we change, we repot the plant, we change our minds, we follow our passion, we need the money, we go after the stock options, we change cities, we get promoted, we get disappointed, we get in trouble, we make lifelong friends, we worry if we are living up to our expectations, and we wonder why we worry. We choose to be ambitious, to settle, to enjoy, or to quit.

My own career is like most. It has been full of challenges and rewards, and I was always accountable to myself to make my work interesting and worthwhile. The research points to the fact that we all want to derive a sense of meaning and purpose from work. We want to be accountable to a worthy purpose and not just show up. When I accepted the position to serve as a college president, I was told that I just rewrote the first sentence in my obituary. From a career perspective, there is no higher praise. I was accountable for my own career success (or failure).

A career marked by a lack of making choices will make you count the days until retirement. Let’s begin with the first step in looking for that job.

The Search: Interviews and Getting Hired Without Whatever

The job hunt process and getting hired is not necessarily a rational process. It can involve calling on connections from people you barely know. Even in the era of sophisticated modeling and databases, even with résumé scanners and job search scrapers, even with millions of pieces written about how to find that next exciting job, to nearly everyone looking for that new position, how it all comes together is, well, a mystery.

• Sometimes people get hired because they are available.

• Sometimes people get hired so they will stop bugging the people in HR.

• Sometimes people get hired because a relative is the boss.

• Sometimes people get hired because they showed up.

• Sometimes there are no jobs and people just don’t get hired.

• Sometimes people get hired because they are qualified, confident, and can really do the job.

The irony is that hiring is probably the process that is the most well-documented in organizations. Hundreds of books have been written about both job hunting and hiring. Despite all the documentation, everyone has unhappy stories about the entire mess. Frustrating as it can be, getting hired requires zeal and an accountability to your career goals.

Job hunting is like fishing. Without bait in the water, you won’t catch any fish. And the more bait you have, the more possible it is to catch fish. You need to have the right fishing gear and be prepared for what the fish are biting on. The thing is, like fishing, job hunting requires lots of patience, and some days you don’t catch any fish. Most days you might not catch any fish, and you need to be prepared for that. What you do with the fish once you catch them is up to you. I recommend you make the most of any fish you catch. Even the small fish may tide you over until the big one jumps in the boat. And remember to choose to fish where the fish are.

For candidates, to say “whatever” when it comes to job interviews is to say, “I don’t want the job.” Why even begin the process if there is no interest? Why waste everyone’s time and take a slot that could have gone to someone who is interested? Why get dressed up? Job hunting can lend itself to the resignation of “whatever.” As in, “I just can’t get a job,” whatever. No! Stop! Rather than give up, change course.

The saw cuts both ways. For anyone who is conducting an interview, the way to broadcast “whatever” is to rudely stop listening. Any candidate can tell when that happens. The lack of listening and the lack of interest is the “whatever” signal and means a choice has been made about the candidate. The choice is to reject the candidate, but that doesn’t justify disregarding their feelings or treating them in an undignified way. The company’s reputation relies not only on what its customers think of the product or service, but of how employees—both prospective and long-term—remember being treated. It’s bad PR for a candidate to tell everyone on social media or through their other networks how rude the interviewer was.

The interview requires accountability to your goals.


It Doesn’t Take Much

Ray is one of the most successful people in the venture capital community in Silicon Valley. His investments include early stage companies that have gone on to become worth billions of dollars. People in the venture capital world know that an early-stage company’s success is all about the leadership. Without a passionate and effective founder, any startup company is in for hard times. One company where Ray had invested was at a stage where it needed a new CEO. The role had the potential to be an opportunity of a lifetime. Through his network Ray had identified a young man who was the ideal candidate. The candidate’s experience included stints at his own startup as well as Google, along with a top-tier MBA.

An interview was scheduled, and Ray wanted desperately for the candidate to be the one—the person who could take the company to the next level. The candidate showed up wearing a ragged sweat suit and claimed he was “on his way to the gym.” Although Ray is a guy who is not formal and does not get dressed up for the office, he couldn’t get past the lack of manners this person showed toward the process. He said, “The guy might be brilliant, but he came into our meeting with a “whatever” attitude. I doubt he will ever work in any of our companies.”



NETWORKING IS ALL ABOUT TRAFFIC

Traffic. You are probably sitting in it much more than you want to and you hate it. The talk radio shows and classic rock stations get old. Working from home is saving us a lot of commuting, but staying in your pajamas all day can hurt the chances for networking and in so doing hurt your chances on making connections for new jobs. Networking is still very much a key to career development.

The workplace used to be about being stuck in traffic; now it’s about driving traffic and being out in traffic. Driving traffic is a measure of your platform, which includes your contacts, your social media presence, and any other content you create. The bigger the platform, the more the traffic and the more employers notice you. Be an expert in something or have something to say besides what happened in college. The ability to drive traffic can lead to that job you want.

That traffic must include what social scientists call “loose acquaintances.” A massive study conducted by LinkedIn and published in Science magazine found that your loose acquaintances—more so than friends—are pivotal in helping you land a job. How researchers reached that conclusion is just as interesting as the finding itself. Turns out, many who went on LinkedIn in recent years were part of a social experiment. From 2015 to 2019, LinkedIn’s engineers tweaked the algorithm for its “People You May Know” recommendation feature, varying the level of close friends and weaker contacts it was showing to users. In all, more than 20 million users were subject to the test, which the researchers leveraged for their study (Science, vol. 377, no. 6612, September 15, 2022).

Being out in traffic can lead to that job you want. That is, never miss a chance to network, have lunch, buy a coffee, build a new relationship, let people know you are confident and cool. Don’t be the person who frequents the deli downstairs and every day orders a turkey sandwich on wheat, goes back to the cubicle, and continues to work with the thought that not wasting time on lunch is the ticket to success. Be the person who goes out to lunch every day and is aware of what is happening. You have got to be out there. Networking is being accountable to your success.

TALKING ABOUT PAY

Maybe you land that job you want. Maybe the steady paycheck will mean it’s time to start eating something other than ramen noodles from a package. You are excited about the compensation, but how do you know if your pay is what it should be? Is it equitable? Is it fair? We don’t talk about our compensation. We are dying to know what others make in the same role, but we don’t know if we should talk about it. Compensation is an ultrasensitive topic. Yet if we don’t bring the topic up and ask questions, how will we know if we make more than the guy down the hall who is a real slacker?

Talking about pay is a slippery slope, especially when women and minorities are usually on the short end of the curve. Lots of companies frown on any kind of sharing. And many people think it is just bad form to talk about money at all. Sharing numbers about pay can be seen as either bragging or whining, and there is not much in between. It gets complicated, considering that there are lots of reasons that people don’t necessarily make the same money. Experience, skill level, and being related to the boss can all come into play.

The best place to find out about pay without blabbing is market research. Lots of compensation surveys are out there that can give you an idea if your pay is fair or not. If it’s not fair, that’s the time to raise money concerns. You have to ask for money or benefits, but be ready for a no. Real information about pay, not gossip, is a good thing. Too many settle about pay with a “whatever.” To be accountable to yourself and your effort, it could be time to find out if you are being paid fairly.

HOW TO GET A RAISE

I want a raise, you want to raise, we all want a raise, but no one wants to ask for one, including me. So how does one go about getting an increase in compensation? A wise person once told me that the easiest way to get a raise is to work fewer hours. The logic implies that your personal hourly rate goes up. Working fewer hours is not often an option for those trying to get ahead and pump up that performance review. The solution may be as simple as listening to your mom, who probably still says, “If you don’t ask you don’t get.” Experts say you should do one of several actions: one is to find a heroic role. These roles are usually the most challenging or onerous tasks in your organization. Or move to a role that will generate revenue, like sales or product development. The other way to get a raise is to meet with the boss and find out what it will take to get that raise. In so doing, you can develop a trust relationship that can mean more money down the road. And there is always that option of changing jobs to get that raise. In all cases there could be a risk, but if you are accountable to your worth, the risk is worth taking. If you ever look at your pay stub and shrug with a “whatever,” it’s time for change.

EXCEEDS EXPECTATIONS! PERFORMANCE IS NOT A “WHATEVER” CHOICE

We are surrounded by all sorts of performance enhancers at work. Every tool, every piece of software, every process is designed to improve our performance. “Improving performance” is a phrase flying around the workplace like the smell of reheated food cooked in the microwave.

Yet few activities are more dreaded than the performance review. No one likes performance reviews. The review is so disliked that for most of us it is ignored until it is about to happen. Like renewing a license or healthcare benefits, the review rolls around each year or, for some, even more frequently. Right before it is about to happen, with a sigh, we prepare for it. But it might be too late because along the way we said “whatever.”

The simple solution is to keep track of what you contribute. Whether on a daily, weekly, or monthly basis, write down how you made the place better. Maybe it is the one New Year’s resolution that you keep for the year. Only you know the real contributions you make to the organization. And at review time, only you will be able to look back and say, “Darn, I did a good job.”

It doesn’t matter how you keep track. Use a notebook, sticky notes, or a running calendar, or take a daily photo. Details are good, but if you are not one to write a lot, jot down key words like “project finished on time” or “presentation big success.” By keeping track of your activities, you may get a raise, a promotion, or improve your mental health.

• In the end, if your review assessment is exceeds expectations, it could be recognition for working your butt off or may raise the question, is it too easy here? Am I challenged?

• A meets expectations designation means you are in the crowded pack. It means too that you should be asking yourself if you are working hard enough or if you are appreciated.

• Needs improvement means trouble and that you really need to do a self-assessment. Trying harder is not the only resolution to make. Have a heart-to-heart with yourself to see if you need to change jobs or change careers.

No matter how complicated, pay attention to the review process and especially the self-assessment part. When you can, give yourself that label of exceeds expectations. Why not? Even though organizations tend to make the review process complicated, your own review should answer this question in detail, “How did you make the place better?” That’s all.

Work with the process that is in place, no matter how complex. The review process is often a lot of commotion for an ending where almost everyone meets expectations. It’s an easy time to say “whatever” and not give it your attention. But you must pay attention and be accountable to the annual review.

Virtual performance reviews are even more awkward than the face-to-face meetings. Some call it the “video discount,” meaning it is difficult to capture all the subtleties and nuance of a review through a computer screen. A great review might come across as something less if the reviewer is not adept at communicating through a screen. The distractions of cats running around in the background or the plumber ringing the doorbell can also mitigate the message of how you are doing. Prepare for the virtual review as if you were about to head into the executive office suites for your hour of destiny. Maybe even dress up for it. Whether you are the reviewer or the review, take the time seriously and be prepared with data and messages.

Keeping track of your performance is one thing; boasting about it is another. Boasting will be dismissed by others, and as people dismiss your boasts your response might be, “Whatever, we’ll see who gets the raise.” It may not be you if you are the blowhard. The same trap holds true for the “humble braggers.”

Humble braggers are the annoying people who complain or seem self-effacing but the behavior is thinly disguised as boasting. Social media is a perfect platform for humble bragging, but so is the workplace. You know who the humble braggers are. It’s the colleague who says, “I can’t believe I only got an 8 percent raise after I got an ‘outstanding’ on my performance review.” Or how about, “How do they expect me to work here when there are not enough charging stations for my Tesla?” Humble bragging can lead to teamwork problems, eating lunch by yourself, or poor performance reviews.

Next time you feel the urge to complain about something or make a self-deprecating comment, consider whether or not you just might be setting yourself up to look like a humble braggart. Humble bragging is the opposite of “whatever.” It’s not a good choice to be annoying and unpopular with your colleagues.

A performance review can be a time to take stock of one’s career and to consider whether or not you are working in the right place. While working from home or anywhere else, the most important part of the review is for you to keep track of what you do, to be accountable to yourself so that the review is positive. The one thing that can impact your work life is keeping track of your own performance. Only you can really keep track of your contribution, so do it.


You Don’t Have to Settle

Alan knew the deal. It was understood by all on the promotion track at the firm that the year before one was to be considered for promotion to partner, it was to be a grind. It was to be a year of suffering, but if promoted, the sacrifice would be worth it. A partnership meant big money, big prestige, and a lifetime of security. Being a partner was like being granted tenure.

The time in question was to be so grueling that at the beginning of the year, one was to inform family members of the numerous amounts of time and attention taken away from them in order to focus solely on making partner. A script was even provided so that it was absolutely clear to the family to lower their expectations. Soccer coach for the kids? Fahgettaboutit. Weekends off with the family and friends? Nope. Long hours out of town on business dealings and stress? Yes. Not knowing whether the promotion will even happen? Yes. The carrot was the promotion, the stick was the year before the decision was made.

The partner decisions were made at the same time each year. Those who had sacrificed for a year or more waited for the figurative puff of smoke to signal whether or not the promotion was happening. For Alan, the decision came down from on high on a Friday morning in a phone call. He was crushed.

The tone was light and conversational as the partner informed Alan by saying, “Sorry you didn’t make it, buddy. The committee likes you but doesn’t think you have enough C-suite presence. But we hope you stay. You make a good salary, and we know you can contribute.” Are you kidding me! Alan thought. He was polite and hung up. Now rejected, his chances of ever making partner were zero. He would not even be considered again. He hung up the phone with the dread of telling his family whom he had hardly seen all year, that his good wasn’t good enough. And he had to show up in the office knowing that everyone there knew he had not made it to the big time.

It was a potential “whatever” moment. Alan could have shrugged and said to himself, “It’s a job with a good salary and benefits. Even though those bastards rejected me, maybe I should stay. “Whatever.” He didn’t say “whatever.”

He said to himself, “I am not done, I will show those jerks.” And he did. He joined a new firm and negotiated his new role to be that of a partner. In his new firm he thrived and was more successful than he ever would have been in the firm that rejected him. Had he chosen the “whatever” option, he would still be there at the old firm, safe and sound in his status quo, average for the rest of his life, and still disappointed and stung every day by the rejection.




PERSPECTIVES ON WHATEVER

CARINE SCHNEIDER

CEO, founder, compensation and equities expert, advocate for women in leadership, mentor


Carine Schneider has founded and led several data-driven companies in software. She is a speaker and global consultant on all issues related to compensation and equities as a part of a pay program.



“Let me say right away that pay and ‘whatever’ should never be uttered in the same sentence. It drives me crazy that when it comes to pay, people are willing to accept being treated poorly. When it comes to healthcare, no one says ‘whatever.’ The same should hold when it comes to compensation,” she said.

She believes the same sentiment holds true for employers. “If you want to piss off your people, have a blasé attitude when it comes to pay. As in, ‘Do you think they will notice if we hold the bonus for a few extra months?’ Yes, people will notice. Do not make that kind of choice. Never take away anything related to pay.”

Carine is the first to recognize that, despite any company policies, people talk about pay. Some companies make compensation so complex that no one understands it and there is a general sense of “I will get what I get.” Everyone should know their compensation plan and how it is administered. It is not something that should be a guess.

An effective compensation plan in an organization, she believes, is part of a culture that will encourage people to stay and be productive. A good plan can kill any “whatever” attitude, and people should feel free to share information about compensation.

Counter to common thinking, she suggests that organizations should tell job candidates what the pay is right up front. In so doing, no one will waste any time.



WHATEVER WISDOM


When it comes to pay, people should have zero tolerance for ambiguity or a willingness to accept anything other than what they deserve. Never settle or talk yourself into anything less.



HEADING FOR THE EXIT SPEEDILY

Over the course of a career I have accepted bunches of resignations and I have resigned myself. Now I know there is a right way and a wrong way to do it. The right way to do it is quickly. Resignations should not take long. Be appreciative—never ever burn any bridges. You will be surprised where your boss and coworkers may show up later. Getting fired should not take long either.

When the decision is made, it’s over. If you really screwed up and did something that warrants being fired, take your medicine and get out of there as fast as you can. Start wondering what the reference calls may reveal, and hope that they stick to company policy: “Yes, he worked here and that is all I can tell you.”

Other reasons may cause your termination. Phrases like “business downturn,” “restructuring,” and “your job is being eliminated,” come in handy for supervisors. Sometimes you might get fired for plain old poor performance. In all cases, you do not need to commiserate with the boss. Just like resigning, the best way to get fired is as fast as possible. Both getting canned and quitting shouldn’t take long—five minutes at most. Get it over with and get over it. Once you’re a short-timer, the organization will probably treat you like you are dead. The temptation is to repair all the ills of the organization on your way out. You have a list of things you would fix if you were in charge. Plus, there is a dreaded exit interview, the perfect opportunity to recommend all the fixes and, hey, while we’re at it, let’s throw the boss under the bus. Don’t do it. You’re on your way out; you are looking forward to your next gig.

Once you quit, the organization treats you like a traitor at best and probably wonders why a traitor would want to hang around. So you become a dead traitor. May as well leave. Believe it or not, they will survive and maybe thrive, either way. Whether a company thrives or dies without you is no longer your concern. Just move on after the five minutes are up.

Take the severance check, clean out your cubicle, turn in your badge, and get out of there. Nothing will be gained by sticking around or trashing the boss’s car—you won’t get your job back. Start planning for the next job—it’s an opportunity. If you are one of the many who are now fired by email, all of the preceding applies—only faster. You are now accountable to yourself. No part of the hiring/firing process should involve “whatever.”

Think about organizations that we admire. They are the ones that make people feel empowered to make decisions. They are the ones that create a culture where people feel valued. They are the ones where accountability to each other and to customers are important. They are the ones where “whatever” is not part of the vocabulary. It is not a secret. Success is about creating a workplace that is intentional and accountable.

Consider the retailer Nordstrom. Whether in the store or online, the company is famous for empowering employees to make decisions, not defer them, and they declare it for all to know. Here is the philosophy at Nordstrom directly from their employee handbook: “Our number one goal is to provide outstanding customer service. Set both your personal and professional goals high. We have great confidence in your ability to achieve them. Nordstrom Rule #1: Use best judgment in all situations.” “Use best judgment” implies a decision is made, not deferring a decision with “whatever.” Find a customer service center with a “whatever” attitude, and you will discover a “going out of business” sign follows.

THE WORKING FROM HOME Q&A

A guide on how to be successful while working from home and avoiding “whatever”:

1. Should I shower and look good in the morning to prepare for Zoom meetings? Yes! At least from the waist up.

2. Does watching a video with lots of people on it count as networking? Yes. Connect with them. Take note of who is on the call.

3. Should I tell colleagues that on Zoom calls their background looks like that of a hoarder? Probably not. People get defensive about those Pez dispenser collections.

4. My exercise routine is broken and I’ve gained weight, should I restart? Yes. You don’t need the gym next to the office to get exercise. And stop with the doughnuts while on Zoom.

5. I sort of miss my commute. Am I a bad person? Do you need an escape from being home, or do you miss listening to the radio or stopping at the coffee shop? You can still do all of that. You are not a bad person.

6. Should I get a dog, preferably a rescue, since I am working at home? Only if you love dogs and will take care of it for a long time. Don’t confuse working from home with being a dog lover.

7. People comment on my Kendrick Lamar poster in my Zoom background. Should I keep it? A trick question, so the answer is maybe. Just note that what is in the background is noticed.

8. I got caught saying bad things about colleagues on the chat bubble. Should I apologize? Yes, and don’t do it again.

9. I play with the mute button too much during video calls. Do people notice? Yes. That is the one button you must master.

10. Does crying on a Zoom call still count as crying? Showing emotions on a Zoom call is not different than showing emotions in the office. Be aware.

11. If I am looking for a job while working remotely, should I tell coworkers? No matter the location, telling others you are looking for a new job can be dangerous to your current job. Be discreet.

12. Is there a “permanent record” even if I am working from home? Yes. Regardless of your location, your contributions or lack thereof are being noted.


TOOLS AND HACKS:
The Pros and Cons

The pros and cons list is the universal tool. We all use it. The list can go on the back of a napkin or into a sophisticated spreadsheet. We can show it around and have others help us create the list as a group activity. The list of pros and cons is very helpful. The list has a big shortcoming: it is not objective, it is full of our own bias. If we recognize that as we compile the list, we can look at it with the right thinking. For example, for a big decision like buying a house, the Pros column could include a list of 20 positives, including factors like great kitchen, no redecorating required, and big backyard. The Cons column might have only one factor listed, but it could be a factor like murders in neighborhood or new foundation required. Now what? Since the answer may not be obvious, “whatever” could happen. The most universal way to avoid the “whatever” word is to make a list of pros and cons. The method can be applied to an action as simple as going to lunch with colleagues or whether or not to buy a certain house. The trick to making the system work is to be honest and to know that all pros and all cons are not equal.

The hypothetical lunch with colleagues is a good example. The pros are you like your colleagues and you will get lunch. The con is that you have a nonnegotiable deadline and if you go out to lunch, you will miss the deadline. The simple choice is to miss the lunch. To say “whatever” would probably mean you miss lunch and are so miserable you miss the deadline too.




PERSPECTIVES ON WHATEVER

JOHN FOSTER

chief people officer, people developer, talent guru, author, Manhattan Beach cool, marathon man


John Foster has served as the key people officer at organizations like IDEO, Hulu, and TrueCar. He is an evangelist for healthy workplaces and believes talent should not be wasted in any organization. He is a confidant to executives who want the real truth.



“The word ‘whatever’ is offensive at work. Any high-performing organization will not tolerate the word or the attitude. In fact, people will call it out and ask, ‘Why are you here?’ The word is passive, imprecise, and a cop out. I hate the whole notion of ‘whatever.’”

Based on his background with high-performing organizations, John speaks the truth. He believes that when a lack of willingness to make choices pops up in those organizations, it could be a sign that people are worn down or near a breaking point. Then the choices are all about regrouping as an organization. He has seen leaders deflect decisions, but even those are conscious choices. The example is when a busy leader conveys, “Don’t bother me with decisions that don’t matter.”

“Whatever” can be read by others as, “We invited you in and you are saying ‘no thanks.’” It can trigger a response of never being included again. It’s a trigger that will lead to disengagement.

Decisions need to be made, and sometimes it doesn’t seem fair. The difference between an excellent organization and an exceptional one is the ability to include people in decisions and to make them quickly.



WHATEVER WISDOM


Talent rules. Anything close to a “whatever” culture will drive talent away.






CHAPTER 5

LEADERS, MANAGERS, AND EVERYONE ELSE

The Road to Success Is Paved with Risk

Your decisions offer you the only way to
purposefully influence anything in your life.
Everything else just happens.

—RALPH KEENEY, Duke University

A story about the inauguration of John Kennedy as president comes to mind when it comes to leaders and “whatever.” On his inauguration day in 1961, JFK was about to leave the White House with the guests and VIPs. One of the guests was Eleanor Roosevelt, the widow of Franklin D. Roosevelt. Being a gentleman, Kennedy held the door open for Mrs. Roosevelt so that she could go first. She said, “No, Mr. President, you must go first.” Kennedy smiled and said, “Yes, I forgot.” She replied, “You must never forget, because no one around you will ever forget.” We don’t forget and we embrace leaders who make decisions, including those decisions that involve risk.

Most people can name the best boss and the worst boss they’ve ever experienced at work. It’s too easy to discuss the worst boss. The lists and comedy routines about them are on social media every day. The focus should be on the good bosses; in fact, let’s explore the bosses we love. The interviews with the experts here who have discussed “whatever” all point to three key traits.

1. The boss who held you to a higher standard. This is the boss who said, “It’s not good enough, you can do better.” This is the boss who helped you get that promotion and made you better. This is the boss who risked alienating you and would not accept anything less than your best work.

2. The boss who gave you a chance. This is the boss who threw you into the deep end of the pool because this boss knew you could swim before you knew it. This is the boss who made you realize you can do better than you thought. This is the boss who took a risk on you.

3. The boss who taught you how to be a boss. This is the boss who shared information and perspectives and spent time with you. This is the boss who risked showing favorites by grooming you to be better. This is the boss who made promises. This is the boss we want to be someday.

A common element in all three bosses is risk. (All three elements could reside in one boss.) Effective leaders are good decision makers in part because they are willing to take the risk of making a decision. Leadership experts would say leaders are paid to make decisions. We are not talking about just CEOs. A leader could be CEO but could also be a manager, team leader, Navy SEAL, head of the household, or captain of your bowling team. The truth is that we are all paid to make decisions, no matter the level. Job satisfaction is directly related to one’s ability to exercise judgment and make decisions related to the job at hand. We are all leaders and managers of something whether it be a Fortune 500 Company, family, a Girl Scout troop, or our own career. Decision-making might always involve some element of risk.

During my consulting career I worked with major corporations for what were euphemistically called reorganizations. It is a rare day when people don’t lose their jobs during a reorganization. Consultants are often the engineers of reorganizations, since the consultant is easily blamed and tends to be more objective. One particular reorganization was yet another part of my “whatever” awakening. You can imagine the scene as it happened. Remember there was a time when we used to go to the office and have meetings in large conference rooms.


Where Is Whatever?

It was high drama. The chairs were arranged around the conference room in a plush Fortune 500 corporate headquarters. As the lead dog on the consulting team I was on point to provide the situation, the data, and the recommendations. There is an unwritten protocol for these meetings. The head honcho for the client sits at one end of the table and the lead consultant at the other end of the table. The CEO was seated at the head of the table and was surrounded by vice presidents on both sides. The junior people from both the client and consulting firm sat along the wall—the “peanut gallery.”

It had been a stressful project and a tricky situation involving the elimination of thousands of jobs that would affect countless families and the communities in which they lived. It was not a time for business casual, literally or figuratively. It was a time for tense decision-making. It was the big day; there was no tomorrow regarding this decision and everyone knew it.

The lives in question were mostly women’s lives, because the decision was about where to combine and move call centers. Large call centers have traditionally been the home of women and most still are. Picture low-slung buildings out in the middle of nowhere with no windows, each building filled with small work spaces, and each space filled with family photos and occupied by a woman wearing a headset. In this case, lots of women were about to lose their call center jobs.

The meeting was the end result of a long project to determine where the call centers were to be located after consolidation. Consolidation is yet another way to say fired. There had been a big merger and now there were just too many of everything—people, equipment, facilities, and locations. The consulting project considered how and where consolidating and reducing the number of centers. Instead of 20 locations there would now be only 3. Seventeen cities would be scrambling and screaming, trying to save jobs. It was a scene that is played out all too often.

People with PhDs in operations research were involved. Focus groups were conducted. The slicing and dicing of the data was extensive. Everyone wanted to do this the right way, and the assumption was that it would be national headlines. The presentation was crisp, but no one really paid attention because everyone was waiting for the “answer.” By the time the final slide was presented, no one in the room except me and the other consultants (“the suits”) knew the cities that would be listed on the recommendations page. As I was about to click onto that final page, I tried to break the tension with a comment about how important this decision was and that I know the right one will be made.

On the final slide were the names of five cities. Our task had been to narrow the choices down to five, and the company would pick three based on our criteria and what the CEO knew about all the company challenges. Everyone looked at the cities named on the screen and I was sure there were no surprises. The work had been done and it was now decision time. And it was the CEO’s job to do just that.

He looked at the slide, puckered his mouth, and literally spit out the word “Whatever!”

There was stunned silence, especially from me. WTF! Everyone looked down with an occasional glance up at me. Maybe he was making a joke, so I had one too. “Whatever” is not one of the cities we are considering,” I answered. With that, the CEO got up and walked out of the room with his entourage in tow.

How could this be? How could a guy who makes so much money balk in the face of a decision? Then it occurred to me, when he said “Whatever!” what he really meant was, “You make the decision, Mr. Wiseass Consultant, so that I can blame you for the all the problems that will surely ensue.” He would not take the risk, he would not be accountable, and he would not take the action to follow the organizational intent.

Eventually a decision was made, and unfortunately, thousands of women did lose their jobs. The consulting team was blamed. The CEO who liked the word “whatever” had many witnesses to his indecision and never regained his career footing. His handling of the process continued to be plagued by waffling and deflecting decisions and blame. He lost the respect of his direct reports and was not given key assignments again. He had the opportunity to make a very important decision for the company, and he missed it. People noticed. The word “whatever” killed his career. His lack of willingness to take a risk killed his career. He was wishy-washy at the time when he had a chance to make a choice and move on. The lesson is clear: for anyone in any type of leadership role, “whatever” is not a choice or a place to park indecision.

The type of leader I worked with never mattered. I worked with hundreds, ranging from celebrity leaders who are on the covers of Forbes and Fortune magazines to the unknowns who slug it out every day but are not household names. Whether it was a high-tech executive or the leader of the flight attendants union, the good ones never said “whatever.” Instead, the effective leaders looked at data, listened to others, formulated options, weighed the options carefully using tools, and picked one. That’s what good leaders do, and successful organizations are full of people who act in this manner.

Consider any large real estate and logistics company. I have worked with many over my consulting career. Yes, the leaders in such companies sometimes deal with big decisions, but their days are more likely filled with decisions about frayed rugs, broken gates, leases, and tenants—all components of running a successful business. Each of those components are chock-full of decisions that need to be made with an eye toward what it takes to build a great company, and the leaders up and down the organization make all of them. Nothing “whatever” about it.

The use of the word “whatever” is a trait we despise in our leaders. We look to our leaders to be forceful in decision-making. The accusation any politician runs from is that of being a flip-flopper. A flip-flopper is just another word for someone who is a “whatever” acolyte. I doubt Abraham Lincoln ever expressed the word “whatever.” Can you imagine Tim Cook saying “whatever” when it came to any product decisions at Apple? “Whatever” is not part of the Navy SEAL language



In any workplace, just about everyone is paid to make decisions. I have heard people say, “Making decisions is not my job.” Wrong! Making decisions is a job. The lack of decisions or “whatever” will mean less action and less forward movement for the organization. For you, it will mean less direction and less job security. Shrugging shoulders, not returning messages, not showing up are symptoms of the “whatever” syndrome. It is often easier to shuffle through the “whatevers” than it is to take responsibility for a decision even a small one. Leaders cannot hide from decisions, and the failure to make decisions no matter how big or small is obvious to employees, customers, and investors and does not inspire confidence.

In the pantheon of great leaders, lack of willingness to make decisions is never a trait that is cited. Instead, the trait that is cited is the ability to make good decisions.

Is it me, or are these people clueless about how their “whatever” attitudes, a sense of being above accountability for their decisions, that reflect on them and their organization? Will they ever change, or if they don’t change, will they see the errors of their ways? They are all saying “whatever.”

I don’t believe that all leaders are poor decision makers. Far from it. In fact, I believe most are doing their best every day to make the organization successful by making the right choices, big and small. There are exceptions, and many of those are the ones in the headlines wearing orange jumpsuits, or filing bankruptcy, or being accused of unethical behaviors.

Leaders are different when it comes to “whatever,” because they bear the heavy responsibility of others. If leaders don’t make choices or if they say “whatever,” that leader may. And in the process of failure, they might kill the entire company and be responsible for the career death of hundreds.

It is sometimes the case that leaders do not understand that their actions in the form of choices, no matter how small, can have drastic implications. What may seem like a small decision can have organizational implications. A story from a middle manager can best show what might happen.

Everything around here is based on budgets. Under budget is good, over budget is bad. When I saw that we were slightly over budget, I wondered what small change I could make to get us back on track. Someone suggested a small cut of provisions in the break room wouldn’t do too much damage and would get us on track for the budget. Whatever, I thought, and stopped providing free coffee in the office. The reaction was like a nuclear bomb. People thought the company was going out of business based on that “whatever.” They started looking for other jobs and stealing office supplies. An anonymous note said, “I hope that bastard burns in hell for what he is putting us through.” It’s just coffee, I thought. I should not have listened to the advice of that non-coffee drinker.

Considering a “whatever” response is always a possibility, even for a leader. The lack of making any choice can mean a holding pattern or a break in the action. Sometimes we all need a break, so make the decision to take the break. Don’t back into it with a “whatever.” A certain amount of idling is necessary for even the most productive people. However, indulging in wasting time rather than tackling what is most important is a subtle way of declaring “whatever.” Consider that fact the next time you show up and drain email or check social media before making a customer call or when making a decision. What’s on social media may not tell you what needs to be done.

Saying “whatever” kills all the confidence others have in any leader—and in leadership in general. We need to trust our leaders, and leaders need to work daily and tirelessly to earn the trust of others. When we say “whatever,” we say, “you can’t trust us.”

The lure of a “whatever” for a leader is a strong force to fight. Leadership can be exhausting, and when a leader is fighting fires, the “real” work often gets pushed to the side. Planning is nearly impossible when there is so much reacting to do on any given day. Yet planning is most often the first priority on the leader’s agenda. So when you show up ready to hit the agenda and instead end up dealing with a security breach or a supply chain issue in Korea, it’s easy to say “whatever” and never get to the agenda that will lead to success. Planning and leading go hand in hand with making decisions, even the small ones.

A strategic decision that leaders often face is about the level of activity to pursue and the focus of the organization. The way I frame the question for leaders is, “Do you want to push one hundred initiatives a few inches this year, or do you want to push two things forward for a mile?” The worst position is to be stuck in the middle with a big “whatever.” In so doing, a few things might get moved a few yards, but none might come to the closure you want. Choosing neither with a “whatever” might get everyone stuck in the worst spot of all.

Another place to get stuck in “whatever” is in the not-knowing space, which creates the “whatever” reaction. If a leader is not clear, the people in the organization feel like they are driving with snow on the windshield in the hopes they will get somewhere, wherever that is. The question posed to leaders could take the form of, “What is our mission?” “What is our strategy?” “What do we stand for?” Or, “Where are we going?” All are variations of the real question, which is, “Since I am working my ass off, what does my work contribute to? If it’s something besides money, that would be all for the good.” The leader who answers that question with any response close to a “whatever” is in trouble. If there is a fuzzy answer, the listeners will wonder, “Does he or she not know it?” Or, “Do they know and they are not telling us?” or, “Does one even exist?” The difference between not caring and not knowing doesn’t matter, it’s still a “whatever.” Every employee in every organization only wants to know three things: “What’s my job?” “How am I doing?” and, “How does my effort contribute to the mission?” The answer is never “whatever.”

Sure, leaders make mistakes, and the avoidance of the “whatever” word matters then too. When the leader broadcasts an attitude of not caring about the people in the organization, the less privileged, or events in the world, that leader is going to make “whatever” mistakes. It doesn’t matter whether the mistakes are based on being naive or being cruel; the “whatever” problem will only exacerbate the real problem at hand. Communicating about layoffs can amount to one big “whatever,” and there are, unfortunately, too many examples of that case.

When a major mortgage brokerage company had to reduce the number of employees, the CEO communicated through a three-minute Zoom call. He said, “If you’re on this call, you are part of the unlucky group that is being laid off. Your employment here is terminated, effective immediately.” The call was not well received.

Any message of support or empathy was lost in a big “whatever.” The employees took note and took to the Internet to voice the unfortunate turn of events. And the CEO retreated into a leave of absence from which he may never recover.

Leaders need to sometimes be reminded that bad situations can always turn worse. A “whatever” or two can make the situation worse at an accelerated pace. The situation can turn worse when there is no thought given to the small choices that need to be considered. The small ones add up to a big outcome especially when things are being covered up. Ask Richard Nixon or Elizabeth Holmes or any number of leaders who are now in that hall of shame. Respected leaders come forward to explain a bad situation and take responsibility for what happened and will happen.

Sometimes it might be necessary to change a decision rather than live with a bad one under a “whatever” umbrella. Some decisions are worth revisiting, some not. Knowing which is which is a leadership skill that others will recognize. No one said it was easy to be a leader. A leader who doesn’t attract critics is probably a leader who is not taking bold enough actions. Better to be criticized for those bold actions than to be stuck in “whatever.”

A leader cannot forget the importance of the role they occupy and the stature they command. Leaders’ actions create ripples in the economy and in our lives. Choices, even small ones, are critical to note for two simple reasons:

1. Ripple effect. The choices of a leader have a rippling effect. What a leader does (or doesn’t do) could affect employees, shareholders, the community, pensions, inheritances, families, and all the bowling leagues in town.

2. Impact. A leader needs to understand that a casual comment or weird look can ruin or make someone’s day. A leader is different and needs to act that way—like a leader. Although I shouldn’t have to remind anyone, especially a leader, everyone should avoid those “whatever” moments that lead to stray actions. You will get caught and it will be embarrassing. That’s the one thing I thought we all learned in high school.

The social psychologists point to “whatever” to help explain extremely poor group decisions. What happens if everyone says “whatever”? We have all been there. The conversation goes around in a circle with the question, “What do you want to do?” and the response, “I don’t know, whatever.” As everyone agrees on the “whatever” alternative, the chances are good that all will agree to do something that no one really wants to do. It is the worst-case scenario, and everyone will feel bad and wonder why someone, anyone, didn’t make the decision. The phenomenon is called the Abilene paradox. The Abilene paradox is a true breakdown of group communications. It’s the time, and we have all been there, when each member of a group mistakenly believes that their own preferences are counter to the group’s and therefore does not raise objections or even states support for an outcome they do not want. Consensus may not always be your friend; it takes a long time and can be messy when either everyone only thinks there was agreement or the group agrees to do the least unpopular choice.

Leadership is about making choices, small and large. There is no room in a leader’s behavior for “whatever.” A truly effective leader will create a culture where “whatever” is not tolerated. A culture where choices are clear and decisions are made is a key attribute of any organization’s success.

Neither is there room for an asshole to be tolerated, leader or not. The “whatever” word can be reason for bad behavior.


Beware the “Whatever” Leader

Larry, the CEO of a software company in San Francisco, was known to be mercurial. Everyone cut him some slack for being a “genius.” A typical day included him throwing soda cans and chairs at employees. The people around him were terrified. The bouts were often induced by someone making a decision that he didn’t like, although he was notorious for not making decisions. He would review any decisions made by others and never make the final choice. The decision would die. People in the organization criticized his lack of decision-making as much as his abusive behavior. In fact, they believed his propensity of being a “whatever” leader is what made him abusive.

Many definitions exist for an asshole. We sort of know one when we see one. In short, assholes pump themselves up and make other people feel small. And they pick on people who are less powerful. We all know one or two.



Your response to any kind of behavior that drifts into asshole territory is not a “whatever.” You have choices in this situation, but grinning and bearing it should not be one of them. One choice is to resign and look for another job with the understanding that the asshole will never be called out for boorish behavior. The other choice is to work the organization to get the asshole to change. Good luck with that.

Cut-throat companies tolerate behaviors that are out of line. Stories of abusive behaviors that are tolerated continue and probably always will. Sometimes there is a crazy allure to working with them, call it the Devil Wears Prada syndrome. Nonetheless, if you vomit on your way to work because of your boss, it is time to change. No “whatever” allowed.

Consensus is not always the preferred way to make decisions. The process can take a long time, and many think the ultimate decision is the least common denominator for the group. In other words, a “whatever” outcome may result. As someone told me, “I like consensus; that way at least we’re all wrong together.” Consensus may take longer because all the options need to be explored and everyone’s voice needs to be heard. Building consensus with the team is almost always worth the effort since everyone is involved; all can sign up for the outcome. The process of consensus can be tedious. Everyone wants to be heard, even the guy who snores through most meetings will wake up when it’s his turn. If a leader doesn’t care about reaching consensus, than the effort is a total waste of time. If there is no time for consensus, then hope that the leader is using their judgment and makes the best decisions and doesn’t go the “whatever” route. Even in the consensus process, not all voices are the same. So when the consensus process is not right from the beginning, the group may decide to do something that no one really wants to do.

LET’S DO IT LIKE THIS

Safra was one of the best CEOs I ever saw in action—she was a decision maker. It was that simple. It was typical for her to announce to her assembled executive team, “I have heard everyone who I think can weigh in on this matter and here is what we are going to do . . .” The team would listen, and whether they agreed or not, she would lay out the course of action and that was what they did. She would also say corny things like, “If there is no wind, row,” but she never said “whatever.” Her belief was that moving forward based on a semirational decision was better that standing still. If the movement was not forward, as least there was movement and it was rarely backward. If it was backward, there must be learning from it, but let’s change before we go too far back. Safra is a respected leader and paid handsomely because she can make a decision.

I can think of nothing worse than working with cowards or a cowardly leader. Worse, I fear cowardice might be contagious. And working with wimps will make one out of any of us too. If cowardly leaders abound, it won’t be long before the competition of stronger character will take over and there will be layoffs . . . so start to look for a job now. Run to every job-hunting website that exists. Run.


Whatever as Revenge

In working with the Teamsters I learned how the “whatever” word affected their attitude. They were “ordered” to not make choices, so they didn’t.

The company hires management trainees right out of college, most of them former college football players. No doubt, he believes it takes a football player to handle us. He should meet my wife! The CEO thinks that these new trainees need to spend time out here with us blue-collar people if they’re ever going to be a good manager. The problem is that they learn all the wrong things. What they learn is: don’t trust the little people and make sure you always let people know who’s the boss. It’s like the guy beating the drum so the rowers on the Viking ships know what to do. So what these trainees do is boss us around and yell and curse at us, even though we’ve been doing this job for years, while two months ago they were drinking beer at some fraternity house. They even say things like, “You’re not paid to think. Just do your job.” So I say to myself, “Fine. I’ll move faster and load this shipment of river rocks on top of these stereo speakers. I’ll never see this truck again anyway. Whatever.”

All the stuff gets broken for no good reason other than our revenge. It’s only a matter of time before customers start going to other truck companies. When they do, and we start having layoffs and the union guys go crazy, I doubt the CEO will get hurt. He will probably get a big severance package. It will be us that have to cut back on our time or wages. It doesn’t make sense. All the CEO has to do is spend 10 minutes with us listening to us get rid of the kid football player supervisors, and give us a little slice in deciding how things get done around here. I think the CEO is afraid to make any changes.

So with a shrug of the shoulders they collectively said “whatever” as they loaded the pallets of rocks on top of the boxes of stereo equipment. They claimed their “give-a-shit factor” was low. As in, if they cannot make decisions to perform their job, why should they care? Having discretion to make decisions, no matter how small the decision, is a key to job satisfaction. Why take that away and encourage those “whatever” moments that suck the life out of any workplace?

Sometimes we can adopt a “whatever” attitude because we work in a “whatever” organization. A company that “lets things go” and allows people to operate without accountability is a “whatever” organization. Zenefits was the poster child for that “whatever” type of company that resulted in a crisis and almost killed a high-flying company.

In its early days Zenefits could do no wrong. The company was filling a huge need by selling software that automates health insurance, payroll, and most HR functions for small businesses. It had raised a whopping $583 million in a short amount of time from the premier investors in Silicon Valley. The valuation was north of $4 billion in 2015. But then something happened. Zenefits hired too many people, it grew too fast, and the company culture spiraled out of control under a “whatever” management style. Reports started surfacing of early morning beer drinking in the office and employees having sex in the stairwells.

Imagine, “Boss, do you mind if I have a few beers before the 10:00 a.m. staff meeting?”

Response, “Sure, no problem, whatever.”

The company’s rapid growth led to an organization with slack rules and sloppy decision-making. The culture was described as being like one that exists in a frat house. When the news reports about the culture started appearing, the CEO was fired. When the new CEO showed up, he killed “whatever” and hit the culture problems with truth. He sent out an internal note that read in part, “Cigarettes, plastic cups filled with beer, and several used condoms were found in the stairwell. Yes, you read that right. Do not use the stairwells to smoke, drink, eat, or have sex.” The imagination spins.

Silicon Valley has many examples of work “whatevers.” When leaders are young or inexperienced, the attitude might be, “As long as the results are there, I don’t care what people do. Whatever.” Wrong. The proclamations about values that almost every organization promotes never include “whatever.” When the employees are young and inexperienced as well, it can create a “whatever” climate that leads to disaster.

We can learn from both leaders who defer choices and the Teamsters who hate it when discretion and choices are taken away from them. “Whatever” hurts every part of the workplace. Let’s try to get rid of it. Yes, stop saying that word, but that’s not enough. Stop thinking it too.



WHATEVER QUESTIONS FOR A LEADER

If you answer any of these questions with a shrug and a “whatever, it’s time to go back and make a decision:

• Should I try to do 1 thing or 50 things today?

• How much time should I spend with others, especially people who can’t help me? (Should I ignore the custodian?)

• Is this the best we can do, or should we keep working it?

• Should we tackle big problems first or deal with all these small ones?

• Should I make others work on weekends?

• Should I come back to the office? Should others?

• To what extent should I engage with others? Go to the socials?

• Am I complementing others enough?

• Is it possible to overcommunicate?

• Should I trust others and delegate more?

• Does it matter if I fib on occasion?

The sooner you make a choice, the sooner you can make an adjustment.


TOOLS AND HACKS:
Your Phone Can Be the Decision-Making Tool

Good decisions, no matter the size, are best made by reviewing data. Technology can be your friend in this regard. Check the reviews, check the map, check the price, check the history. In short, google it. When making a decision, an effective manager will say, “I listened to the stakeholders and looked at the data. I examined the options and here’s what we’re going to do.” Google can’t tell you what to do, but what you learn there can sure inform a decision.

The phrase “I don’t know” and the word “whatever” do not convey the same message. Lack of knowledge is an excuse for “whatever” usage. Lack of knowledge can also lead to guessing. Guessing as a substitute for “whatever” can be useful but risky when there are so many tools available. Consider the use of research, data, surveys, and history to name a few. When faced with choices, even small ones, knowledge is a powerful tool that can eliminate “whatever.” Information can make choices easier. The world at our fingertips. Get the info you need to make the decision; the answer might be in your pocket or purse.

Social scientists have found that people have a tendency to define decisions in ways that overwhelm their ability to address them. We need to work for small wins through small choices and let technology help.




PERSPECTIVES ON WHATEVER

ILYA LEVTOV

CEO of Craft, a supply chain intelligence company, founder, entrepreneur, accomplished cellist


Ilya Levtov started Craft with an idea. He and his team have built the company into a leader in supplier intelligence. The company has raised millions of dollars from top-tier investors and in a short time period has built a long list of customers and partners. In short, he is a Renaissance man helping solve the worldwide supply chain problem.



“I am going for exactly the opposite of ‘whatever,’ he said. “Success is all about being intentional, not wandering, not guessing, not hesitating.

“Craft is an early-stage company. We have 30 people doing the jobs of 50 people and are all about results. We are all about creating either value or learning. If we don’t see value or learning, we make the choice to move on quickly. We don’t hesitate. When efforts don’t connect to results and you stick with the effort, that is a big ‘whatever.’

“Any ambivalence is just not very helpful. We have to make dozens of fast choices to build a company to fix the supply chain. Decisions are not all the same so we have to prioritize. Even so, sometimes decision fatigue can set in, but that is not the time to be lazy.”

Separate from the successful startup, in his personal life, Ilya makes choices. He has lived a life of finding opportunities and jumping on them. “Every time there was a unique opportunity available, I raised my hand and jumped on it. Each choice transformed my life.”

“‘Whatever’ is a throwaway word. I have never used it and don’t pay attention when I hear it.”



WHATEVER WISDOM


In your career you can’t put one foot on the brake and one foot on the gas and expect to move forward. “Whatever” means pressing on both pedals.






CHAPTER 6

THE ENTREPRENEUR’S GUIDE

Choices, Actions, and Reactions

Some people make things happen, some people watch
things happen, some people say “What happened?”

—CASEY STENGEL

By now it should be imminently clear to you that success and “whatever” are not kindred spirits. Entrepreneurs who want to be successful are no exception. Philipp Stauffer, general partner at Fyrfly Ventures, describes his own life journey as one of hundreds of small decisions that added up to a successful career beginning with entering the green card lottery that brought him to the United States from Switzerland. Like others who work with entrepreneurs, he said there is a certain quality about them that he can recognize. As he put it:

When a bunch of kids go to the creek looking for worms, the entrepreneurs will jump in the water and turn over stones until they find the worms. They may have to turn over hundreds of rocks, but they persist. Other kids may hang out on the shore with a casual attitude. When the worms are found, the entrepreneurs win and it’s too late for the others. Entrepreneurs are workers and are not the ones who watch others. Entrepreneurs make the decision to do more and be better.

The important word here is “do.”

Entrepreneurs make decisions and do something with that decision. Making a decision is not enough; they take action based on decisions made. If the wrong decision is made, they regroup, repair, and move on. The people who invest in entrepreneurs, the venture capitalists, make decisions based on any number of variables, but they make decisions. As in, “Yes, I will make the investment,” or “No, I will not invest and good luck to you.” When the deal is gone, investors don’t look back; they may talk about the ones that got away, but they move on. No ambivalence, no wishy-washy, no “whatever.” Maybe some regret, but the attitude is more of “Let’s find the next deal.”

For entrepreneurs who are in the thick of building a business, it never occurs to any of them that passing on a decision is an option. Entrepreneurs thrive on making decisions, or they wouldn’t be taking the risk and carrying the workload that goes along with the role. Just because entrepreneurs make decisions doesn’t mean the decisions are all good. After working with hundreds of entrepreneurs, I have seen a pattern of mistakes and they all are related to decisions. A few rules for the entrepreneurial zealots may come in handy.

RULE #1 FOR ENTREPRENEURS: DO NOT RUN OUT OF MONEY

The checklists for what it takes to be a successful entrepreneur abound. Yet the formula is elusive or every entrepreneur in the world would be successful. The sad truth is that most will fail. The failure rate is often attributed to bad timing or a changing market or staff turnover. All of these factors may contribute to a losing proposition, but there are other, more subtle conditions that can contribute to failure.

As I coach and advise entrepreneurs, my mantra is, “Do not run out of money.” Those six simple words may seem obvious, but the advice often falls on deaf ears until it is too late. Show me an entrepreneur who runs out of money, and I would guess that same entrepreneur is someone who does not pay attention to the small decisions, with the thought that only the big ones matter. Or if bad decisions are made, there is no recovery plan in place. The top attribute of a successful entrepreneur is one who can make quick and reasoned decisions. “Don’t run out of money” should be posted as a reminder on every computer screen in every early-stage company. The decision to not run out of money may mean raising money again when you really don’t feel like it, or cutting costs to extend the cash runway, or laying off one’s sister-in-law. No matter, an entrepreneur will make that decision and take necessary actions.

RULE #2 FOR ENTREPRENEURS: MAKE QUICK AND REASONED DECISIONS

Make a decision, implement the decision, make adjustments, repeat. It’s the mode that an entrepreneur needs to be in every day to be effective. Decisions could be made based on the product, on the financials, on people, on office space, on the market, or the T-shirt logo, it doesn’t matter. The decisions need to be made, and something needs to happen as a result. For the entrepreneur, decisions are the beginning, executing on the decisions is the end. Entrepreneurs tolerate nothing less.

When poor decisions are made, even small ones, entrepreneurs take action to make corrections. In fact, although entrepreneurs may not admit it, they can fall victim to making too many decisions that lead them in the wrong direction. They can make so many decisions, even small ones, that those decisions can pile up, and without knowing it, they have created a situation where the little “whatevers” turned into a big uh-oh. The seeming small decisions could be in the spirit of, “It’s a small decision, so let’s do it!” This hypothetical example is not far from a real case and shows how small decisions lead to shutting down.


Small Decisions Add up Fast

Barbara started the Whitespace Bank (this is a fictitious name; any resemblance to any real company is unintentional) because she wanted to help small businesses to monetize accounts receivable. She and a small team developed the technology to do just that. Investors thought it was a good idea and performed due diligence. After a thorough examination of the product, the market, the competition, the business model, and the team, the company was funded to the tune of six million dollars. Congrats to Barbara! And securing all that funding is when the problems started. Being funded is not the same as being successful. The executives at Whitespace started to make hundreds of small decisions about spending. The decisions were rarely a “No.” More likely, the decisions about spending, even on small-ticket items, was “Yeah, OK. Sounds good.” The new purchases included a contract with a fresh fruit vendor who would deliver fruit every day (gotta keep that vitamin D up!), a few virtual reality headsets (gotta keep up with the latest technology), self-filling water bowls for dogs (gotta keep those pups hydrated), and stand-up desks for everyone (sitting is the new smoking). The expenses didn’t seem like much and “Yeah, OK” continued.

The list of expenses also included lots of trips to conferences, most of which were held in Las Vegas. No one should attend a conference by themselves, so it was often the case that an entire team would attend a conference. The expenses included flights, hotels, meals, and incidentals, and the trips were always approved with a “Yeah, you should probably go represent us.” Each small decision about spending was approved. Although there was no revenue for the company, the belief was that the six million would go a long way. Not so much.

Even the medium-size expenses did not get thoughtful consideration. Adding any staff is never a minor expense, but it can be seen that way. Sometimes the phrasing of a request is not in the form of a question.

“We need an associate project manager, somebody right out of college. We can get one on the cheap.”

“OK, just make sure you have market data on what salary you need to offer.”

And so it continued until the six-million-dollar investment was dwindling and the revenue remained at a big fat goose egg. The accumulation of not paying attention to all of the seemingly small choices led to the death of the company. The six million dollars slowly disappeared like a slow leak from a bucket.



RULE #3 FOR ENTREPRENEURS: AVOID A FALSE SENSE OF ACTIVITY

“I am too busy to tell people how busy I am.” So said one founder/CEO to me as I asked him how things were going. This is not necessarily the best answer or the answer any investor wants. I know entrepreneurs are busy people, but my question to people who complain about how busy they are is: What kind of busy? It’s too easy to be busy. There are investor meetings, staff meetings, all-hands meetings, planning meetings, coffee with the headhunter, performance reviews, one-on-ones with the direct reports, and drinks with the PR agency. The jokester would say, “And then it’s time for lunch.” A crammed calendar is no joking matter.

The real question is, “What was accomplished?” Activity should result in constructive progress forward and the list of factors that contribute to progress is long. Results matter and activities that produce progress or results are what are important. All activities that take up an entrepreneur’s time should be measured in whether or not they will result in progress, sooner or later. This is not to suggest that every single activity should be about revenue or sales or raising money. So-called soft activities are critical to an entrepreneur’s success too. Some say that the soft side of an entrepreneur is what will lead to success. Talking to others and listening to others are high on the soft list.

To be successful, an entrepreneur must make the conscious decision not to waste time. At the end of the week or month if nothing has been accomplished, it’s time to examine how time decisions are made, take a tough look at the calendar, and take action.

RULE #4 FOR ENTREPRENEURS: AVAILABILITY IS NOT A SKILL

Creating and filling roles within any organization is critical to success. In a small or early-stage organization every job matters; there is no room for people who don’t fit the culture or don’t have the skills required. If an engineering degree is required, an accountant, no matter how smart, will not cut it. The hiring process can get sloppy when it starts tilting toward settling for someone who is pretty good but not great. Comments like, “She doesn’t have the exact right computer language skills but she went to a good school and she can learn,” can get an organization into trouble when each and every person on the team counts. To settle is to start heading down the “whatever” path. Think twice before filling the special assistant role with a relative or the neighbor or “the best available athlete” who can’t find a job after that high-priced college education. When someone is set up to fail because of a bad hiring decision, the key word in the failure is “decision.” A decision was made and an organization and someone’s career suffered. Entrepreneurs must make great hiring decisions. Being available should not matter. Make the decision, hope it works out, and if not, take any action warranted.

RULE #5 FOR ENTREPRENEURS: EMBRACE RISKS AS PART OF THE PLAN

Taking a risk is really making a decision with a different name. No less a tech entrepreneur than Mark Zuckerberg said, “The biggest risk is not taking any risk. In a world that’s changing very quickly, the only strategy that is guaranteed to fail is not taking risks.” By definition, risk is part of an entrepreneur’s DNA and the successful ones do not shy away from risk. Most risks do not involving betting the company’s future away. Rather, most risks are small choices that shape the organization.

For example, should the company be located in a sketchy neighborhood where the rent might be cheap, thus keeping the cost low and allowing for an increase in staffing? If the entrepreneur wants an edgy type of organization, the risk might be worth it.

For another example, should we outsource our development group to another country where the political situation and time zone difference may create problems? To keep costs low, is this risk worth it?

Entrepreneurs are almost always convinced that taking a risk is worth it, because if it doesn’t work, it can be fixed. A consideration may be given to the risk/reward equation, but more likely the choice, small or large, will be made with the mindset, “What’s the worst that can happen?

Two threads run through all of these rules that are core to success. One is that entrepreneurs, in general, are optimistic and believe that with hard work and some luck success is inevitable. Without that sense of optimism, a malaise of “why bother?” would occur. Instead of settling or accepting the inevitable, that optimism combined with ambition is the fuel that will feed the entrepreneur. Inherent in that fuel is the willingness to make choices, sometimes hard ones, along the way.

The other thread is the fact that entrepreneurs thrive on challenges. When a founder hears “This has never been done before,” or “This will never work,” or “You can’t do that,” those comments are taken as a challenge. The challenge is accepted with a decision, a choice, to prove them wrong. A willingness to take a risk and a willingness to make a risky decision can lead to rewards, especially financially, but sometimes it doesn’t always work out for the entrepreneur or the investors. It’s easy to point to those who lost everything based on taking a risk.

The other side of the entrepreneur’s world is the venture capital community. It is the best place to go for pointing to investment decisions that were wildly successful or went horribly sideways. There are thousands of examples of great deals and bad deals and there are very few secrets.

• In 1977, Mike Markkula invested $250,000 for one-third of Apple. Today, a one-third stake in Apple would be worth about $900 billion.

• Webvan went bankrupt in 2001. At one time it had been valued at $1.2 billion. The company ate through $800 million in venture capital and ended with $830 million in losses. Today’s value is zero.

Looking at the winners and losers is a fun sport that can generate feelings of envy or relief. In all cases, a decision was made and actions were subsequently taken by the entrepreneur. “Whatever” would have led to neither a successful investment or a disaster. Nothing would have happened, good or bad.

An interesting sport in the venture world is to describe all the deals that were missed. Even the high flyers of the venture world rue some of the actions or risks they didn’t take. That is, a decision was made and the investor missed the opportunity. The entrepreneurs in these cases were not deterred. They took the rejection, made decisions to move forward, and took action. Here are but a few of the legendary misses:

• The Bessemer Venture Partners missed on Google. Bessemer is a legendary firm in Silicon Valley and can trace its roots back to 1911 and Carnegie Steel. One of the partners there had the chance to meet Sergey Brin and Larry Page, the founders of Google, during their first year when they were still operating out of a garage. Sergey and Brin were still Stanford students developing a search engine, and there were a lot of search engines already operating. Bessemer did not take that first meeting. At the time, the Google Guys were looking for only a small investment. Bessemer passed on the deal.

To their credit, Bessemer owns up to all the misses in what the firm calls its Anti- Portfolio. Another deal they missed was Apple. Somewhere along the line someone there might have said, “I don’t get why anyone would want a computer in their home, whatever.”

• Union Square Ventures missed on Airbnb. Airbnb had a very humble beginning driven by the lack of available housing in the San Francisco Bay Area. In 2007, roommates Brian Chesky and Joe Gebbia thought that putting an air mattress in their living room and turning it into a bed and breakfast was a good idea instead of couch surfing. So they put together a simple website that offered short-term living quarters on an air mattress and breakfast for those who were unable to find a place to stay. The original site was Airbedandbreakfast.com.

One of the partners at Union Square Ventures met the Airbnb founders shortly thereafter when Airbnb was still mostly a marketplace where people could rent mattresses on the floors and spare rooms. He decided not to invest in the company and said something to the effect, “We couldn’t wrap our heads around air mattresses on the living room floors as the next hotel room. I suppose we should have.” For someone at Union Square the unsaid thought was, “I don’t get it. Whatever.”

• Menlo Ventures missed Facebook. Venky Ganesan, a partner at Menlo Ventures, and Sean Parker were good friends. The founder of Napster provided Ganesan with the opportunity to invest in Facebook, which at the time was still called “The Facebook.” At the time, if you didn’t have an education-related email, you were not allowed on the site. Venky remembers his response to the investment, “Wait, college student . . . dropped out of Harvard . . . site aimed at college students, that thing is never going to make money.”

• Google Ventures missed Pinterest. In 2009 Kevin Rose, a partner at Google Ventures, had the opportunity to invest in Pinterest. He met the CEO, Ben Silbermann, when the company already had great traction and was growing rapidly. When Silbermann presented him with a valuation of five million dollars, Rose said, “Five million? That’s really high!” and passed on the deal.

In each of these cases, these world-class investors made a decision to reject and moved on. Venture capitalists pass on investments for any number of reasons, including all the investors are busy, or they had no “dry powder,” or they didn’t like the founder, or it’s just easier to say no. In hindsight it doesn’t matter, they move on to the next deal.

More important, what the examples show is that the entrepreneur made the decision after the rejection to take action and create a successful company. Decision, execution, adjust, repeat.

STEVE JOBS AND DECISIONS

The paragon of the entrepreneur world who was not afraid to make decisions was Steve Jobs, the cofounder of Apple. If you judge only by Apple’s product or market value, it’s hard to dispute that he was one very astute business person. He was famous for being a tough decision maker, but he didn’t rely on extensive data or analysis. He used his gut.

Steve Jobs’s obituary in the New York Times even highlighted that fact: “Mr. Jobs’ own research and intuition, not focus groups, were his guide. When asked what market research went into the iPad, Mr. Jobs replied: ‘None. It’s not the consumers’ job to know what they want.’” In short, Jobs relied on his gut as the primary guide to his decisions—and it was a golden one overall. He sometimes let others win arguments, but it was because he himself decided that their ideas were better.

But he wasn’t born with a “gut” that can imagine and create great products. He developed his gut through expertise and experience. He relentlessly thought, explored, practiced, and analyzed all the factors from which his gut emerged. His gut developed because he had spent years engrossed in design, usability, quality, branding. Jobs had become an expert in technology strategies, consumer behavior, and branding. His gut was more like the ability to find patterns where others could not. He knew and recognized patterns and instinctively connected a new pattern to ones he already knew. His gut allowed him, when he needed it most, to “know.” He could make quick, seemingly instinctive decisions. His homework built his gut and it served Apple very well. He saved the company.

After being fired and humiliated, in 1997 Jobs returned to Apple as CEO. He was largely responsible for reviving Apple, which was on the verge of bankruptcy. When Jobs returned to Apple, according to Walter Isaacson’s biography Steve Jobs, it was a “paragon of dysfunctional management and fumbled techno-dreams, back in crisis mode, scrambling lugubriously in slow motion to deal with imploding sales, a floundering technology strategy, and a hemorrhaging brand name.”

Like the entrepreneur he was, Jobs made decisions fast, acted on them, and revised as necessary using that “gut.” As Nobel Prize–winning economist Daniel Kahneman said, “Intuition is thinking that you know without knowing why you do.” Like all of us, Jobs’s decisions weren’t all great. When they weren’t, he revised and moved on.

As Apple and the markets grew more complex, even Steve Jobs came to realize that one man’s intuition as the only source of decision wisdom was not enough. In an interview with Walter Mossberg of the Wall Street Journal, he later said in an oft-quoted note about sharing decision-making: “If you want to hire great people and have them stay working for you, you have to let them make a lot of decisions and you have to, you have to be run by ideas, not hierarchy. The best ideas have to win, otherwise good people don’t stay.” He knew that he didn’t know everything.

Steve Jobs was right. No one person can know everything there is to know regarding decisions in today’s increasingly complex and volatile business environment. Pattern recognition is a useful instinct, but input and data added to the mix will make any entrepreneur more successful.

As a part of the venture capital community, I continue to deal with founders and entrepreneurs in the tech world. I listen to their stories as they try to convince the world to invest in their “unique” technologies. No doubt, they are a group of highly motivated, highly compensated, and talented people. It is not a “whatever” group.


TOOLS AND HACKS:
Pattern Recognition—the Déjà Vu of Whatever

The ability to make quick decisions based on the gut is more about recognizing patterns. It isn’t a skill you either have or don’t have; it’s a skill that results from extensive, ongoing practice. What worked. What didn’t work. What worked here but didn’t work there. And most important, why.

Ray Rothrock is a very successful investor and a legend in venture capital. He is the former chairman of the National Venture Capital Association. He is the first to admit he makes investment decisions based on pattern recognition. When Ray says, “I’ve seen this before,” that can mean something good or bad for anyone asking him for an investment. He believes the best ways to improve future decisions should be to learn from how your past decisions have turned out. The phrase could mean, based on previous investments, the management team looks good, the idea is stellar, and there is a big market for this, so I will invest 10 million dollars. Conversely, the phrase could mean based on experience, the team is a bunch of losers, the product is bad, so no money. Smart people learn from experience and can be efficient about making decisions about the future.

When it comes to killing “whatever,” we all have our own pattern recognition viewpoints. In a simple way, it means, “The last time I did this I know how it turned out, so I will make a decision based on that knowledge.” Throwing “whatever” into the mix will discount any pattern to be recognized with an unknown result.




PERSPECTIVES ON WHATEVER

KINGSLEY AIKINS

CEO of The Networking Institute, CEO of Worldwide Ireland Funds, raconteur, global citizen


Kingsley Aikins is a leader who conveys leadership through stories. He is a proud Irishman who has traveled the world representing his country for economic and cultural development. Ireland is a better place because of his efforts and findings regarding the Irish diaspora.



Kingsley is an evangelist for networking. He believes we need to continuously build our networks, rather than waiting to build them when we think we need them, and that networking is a choice. The key to successful networking is to decide to implement a large number of small attitudinal and behavioral changes. Building a network needs to be intentional, and the process can start with small changes.

“When it comes to bringing about changes, most people think that small changes are insignificant. Why bother with small changes when what you want is massive, big change. This is where we need to change our mindset and choose to make small changes. That choice will set you on a pathway to big impacts. The great attraction is that they are easy to do—the great temptation is that they are easy not to do with a sigh and a ‘whatever.’”

Kingsley believes that a strong network is the key to a happy and productive life, but that it doesn’t just happen. The organic component of a network is almost automatic. It includes your family, friends from school, neighbors, and those around you as you grow up. The organic network is not enough. We need to work at the “other” network, which requires some work and going out of our comfort zone. This network requires talking to strangers and showing up in places where you don’t know anyone. The showing up is a choice, and it is always easier not to show. It is not a contest to see who has the most connections; it requires the development of relationships and that can start small. To get big results, you need to show up and network consistently and persistently.

“Small, incremental shifts in behavior are what will build your network. Most people think that massive success means massive action and put enormous pressure on themselves to make earth-shattering changes. It’s all about choosing to do the small things,” he says. “Your opportunities are attached to people, and the more you have in your network, the more opportunities you will have. Trust me.”



WHATEVER WISDOM


Life is a game of inches, and you only have to choose to be a little bit better.






CHAPTER 7

BEING HUMAN

Whatever in a Worried World

Any decision I make is the biggest decision of my life.

—CARMELO ANTHONY, basketball star

THE SECRET TO A HAPPY MARRIAGE

When my parents celebrated their fiftieth wedding anniversary, it was a gala including all their friends and family members. All in attendance wanted them to explain how to make marriage last. Mom stood up, radiant as always, and thanked all who were there. She spoke lovingly of her family and especially her husband. She was dressed elegantly, like the important occasion that it was, and she said with a clear voice, “It was love at first sight with John, and I love him now more than I did fifty years ago. We have supported each other every step along the way. We never fight and we always kiss each other good night. He still makes me happy.” Everyone was touched and through teary eyes knew that John was the winner in this deal.

When it was Dad’s (John’s) turn, he gathered the audience into his arms like he was teaching a class at the high school. He looked the role too, dressed in a frumpy blazer and baggy pants. With a smile in his voice he said, “I know what you all want me to talk about. The burning question in your mind is, ‘What is the secret to a long and happy marriage?’ Well, I am about to tell you, but it’s a secret. When first married, Louise and I made a simple deal. The deal was that I would make all the big decisions in our lives, and Louise would make all the small decisions. After 50 years of marriage, I must say I am still waiting for a big decision to come my way.” The assembled group roared with delight, and we all knew what Dad said was true. Dad heard the story from one of his buddies, but he knew it was appropriate to the occasion.

Dad never said “whatever.” Although there were few, Mom did make the big decisions because she was more rational and more analytical. And he knew it was better for her to propose a choice and he would invariably agree. That’s not “whatever”; that’s being smart.

The “whatever” problem can follow us from work to home. Just as is true at work, decisions at home or in a relationship are mostly on the small side. Still, they need to be made. The small choices at work may affect our career, but the small choices outside of work can affect relationships, the environment, family, finances, and every other aspect of life. And at a time when we are still trying to determine what’s work and what is not, what’s an office and what is not, making those small decisions is even more important. Attitudes and language from work are carried home; we can’t help it. But we should also bring something of ourselves into the workplace. It’s a two-way street, and when it comes to a “whatever” approach to either, that’s not good. Just as “whatever” can create problems at work, so can it impact relationships, health, and success in other facets of one’s life. The solution? In short, make choices. Better yet, make the right choices.

SLOPPY CHOICES ARE WHATEVER CHOICES

My high school friend learned about the “whatever” deal at a young age. When he was in high school, he worked at the local McDonald’s for cash he needed. The hours were every day after school and when he could on weekends. The schedule was a challenge with all the things a high school student has to deal with. His family situation was tough, so he needed the money. He would talk about all the times people would throw all of their garbage out of their car windows, even as they pulled away from the drive-thru window. They threw it out with the attitude of “Someone will clean it up, whatever.” That someone was my friend Andy and he didn’t like it. To this day, many years later, he talks about that lack of accountability and that “whatever” attitude.

You will still see that attitude as you drive by piles of dirty couches and garbage on the side of the road next to the signs that scream, NO DUMPING.

I can visualize that scene. Someone, probably a guy, drives the pickup truck next to that “no dumping” sign at night and ignores it. Then he unloads old cans of paint, or a mattress, or a bunch of yard waste and says to himself, “Whatever, I paid my taxes, someone will pick it up.” No! Stop saying “whatever” about the junk you are dumping on the highway. The consequences of that one “whatever” act will result in a dangerous eyesore, and a good Samaritan or the trash collectors will eventually pick it up. “Whatever” and accountability are interrelated.

So too is the “whatever” word and attitude when it comes to treating others. “Whatever” can create a gray area where one should not exist. As I write this, I am asking myself, “Why do I even have to mention ‘whatever’ when it comes to racism, how we treat others, or any inappropriate behavior?” The phrasing might start out with a preface like, “I know this joke is inappropriate but it’s funny. Whatever.” To tell the joke is a “whatever,” and to listen to it without an objection is a “whatever” too.

I AM NOT RACIST BUT . . .

People have a radar when it comes to racism or misogyny and can always spot an offender. Like it or not, discriminating is a part of what makes us tick. We all respond to different people and actions in different ways based on lots of factors, including where we were when we were born and how we grew up. The key is to recognize any bias you might have and not treat it with a “whatever.”

A loud “whatever” thrown at someone who is vulnerable could even create the bully image that, like anything negative, never goes away. People notice. Sensitivity and empathy are more akin to the traits that people look for and you should aspire to. Better to be known as the inclusive compassionate leader than by any alternative descriptor using “whatever.” The attitude that surrounds the word “whatever” should be replaced with the attitude of empathy and tolerance.

WHEN I WAS YOUR AGE

It was not that long ago that a messy divorce (or several) or a DUI with an attached arrest record or an inappropriate video could kill a career. Like it or not, standards change. We have an entire stadium full of leaders we can point to who survived in spite of bankruptcies and boorish behavior. It might be enticing to think, “If they can do it, so can I, whatever.” Life doesn’t work that way. The change in rigid and narrow-minded standards have changed in positive ways for many that have cleared the way for the rights of those who have been abused.

In some ways the fact that standards have changed is a positive. What matters is performance real or imagined.

The permanent record does exist. What happens in Las Vegas does not stay in Las Vegas. It never did. Every action and sin are subject to later review. Maybe it happened in high school at a house party where you drank a lot of beer. Maybe it happened in college at that sorority party where people were taking lots of photos. Maybe it happened at the corporate offsite at the after after-party with tequila involved. Whatever happened, if there were victims, witnesses, or worse, photos, you could be in trouble down the road no matter how long the road. The best solution is to not say “whatever” and do anything crazy in the first place. If it’s too late, say prayers and forget the nomination to the Supreme Court. It might be time to burn the old yearbooks.

The “whatever” attitude can have more lasting implications in our personal lives, especially in our health. “Whatever” can be a symptom of resignation, of giving up, and when it comes to health, that is usually not a good perspective. The modern-day symbol of “never whatever” is the actor and activist Michael J. Fox. Diagnosed with Parkinson’s disease in 1991, he made a choice to become an activist rather than a victim. When faced with illness or loss, each of us has a choice. One option is to resign ourselves to our fate. “Whatever.” The other option is to fight and carry on. It is a most difficult choice.

Michael created the Michael J. Fox Foundation, which has contributed more than one billion dollars to fund Parkinson’s disease research to find a cure. Although the disease is debilitating in so many ways, Michael did not resign from life through the “whatever” exit. He did the opposite.

CHECK ENGINE

What about the mundane everyday situations where “whatever” can enter the lexicon? Consider the “whatever” situation from real life that involves your car dashboard. The warning lights on the modern car flash often. “Check windshield washer fluid” is one thing, but what do you do when the CHECK ENGINE light starts flashing on the dashboard while you’re driving along? Do you pull over to see if there is a trail of oil behind you? Do you call for a service appointment while you are driving? Do you turn the volume on the radio louder in the hopes that there is a connection between the warning light and your radio? If you’re like me, you keep driving, hope the light will turn off, and pray that the problem is not real. It’s a choice to keep driving that involves some element of risk and some element of a “whatever” attitude. With a shrug, we choose to keep driving and push any decision down the literal road. It’s a “whatever” moment. (The check engine dilemma will eventually be taken care of when the car blows up or when the car is taken in for service. The latter choice is better.)

The act of muttering the word “whatever” or acting out the same message of ambivalence means you are not making a decision.

THE WHATEVER GARDEN

I don’t mind gardening. In fact, I enjoy digging in the dirt and thrashing at plants. There is a pure sense of satisfaction in completing a task, whether it be planting a tree or harvesting the tomatoes when they are ripe. Compared to sitting at a computer all day, being outside and building a garden can be cathartic and a good stress reliever. In spite of my lifelong efforts in the garden, the production of fruit or flowers was often disappointing. Under my guidance the plants rarely thrive or bear much in the way of flowers, and the vegetables are always late and wimpy. My efforts were haphazard and the results reflected my approach. The reason for my disappointment is that I had created a “whatever” garden. Although I thought I was creating a masterpiece garden, I was actually going about it half-assed and saying “whatever” all along the way. The day we retained a real landscape expert and gardener is when I learned my problem.

My “whatever” gardening strategy consisted of observing a patch of dirt that was barren or filled with dead plants. The dead plants were undoubtedly the ones that I had planted the season before. My approach to measuring the space consisted of a glance followed by an estimate of the size of the space and how many plants would be required to fill the space in a beautiful way. The siren call of the closest big-box store would then be answered, and I would immediately go to the plants that were on sale. My attention to details were minimal. Considerations like the size of the plant when full grown, sun or shade, watering required, or what plants it might go best with were not any part of my decision-making process. I would pick out a few plants, usually the cheapest, with a “whatever” attitude and plant them in the barren spot. Only after the plants were in the ground would I realize that I probably didn’t buy enough. Four plants placed in a 10-foot square space looks empty. The plants look lonely, and each one seems disconnected from the others. Maybe they will grow and fill in the space, I thought. My “whatever” garden was turning into an “I hope they grow “garden.” But the notion of “whatever” prevailed—until the professional landscaper entered the scene.

Chris Moore, our landscape designer, did not use or understand the concept of the “whatever” garden. He made choices. He would survey the space, look around to determine the influence of nearby trees, water supply, quality of dirt, and all other variables that could affect the life of a plant. Then, as if he was performing acupuncture, he would poke small flags of different colors into the soil, marking the placement of all the plants. In the space where I had stuck four plants in the “whatever” garden, he marked the placement of forty plants to fill the space. The “whatever” garden had been converted into a beautiful space that flourishes year round. He made choices based on experience, the environment, and observation. Chris’s method is a lesson in how we can always replace “whatever” with a better way.

WEATHER AHEAD UNSETTLED

Lake Tahoe in northern California is a hotbed destination for winter activities. The snow there in a good year can pile up to 17 feet. Imagine how that can put skiers and snow boarders into a mild state of arousal. On a big winter weekend the slopes can attract thousands of people from the San Francisco Bay Area. The problem is everyone wants to come and go to the area at the same time, and there are only two roads to get there. To make matters worse, the same reason that people want to go, the snow, is what can make driving treacherous and create huge traffic delays. The delays are not your typical 45-minute irritations. We are talking about the possibility of six hours stuck in traffic. Let your imagination run wild with the vision of sitting in an SUV while not moving on a major highway with the kids bickering and no bathroom in sight. The lights on the highway signs are shouting either “Chains Required” or “Weather Ahead Unsettled.” Anyone who has gone through the experience will claim, “Never again will I go through that nightmare,” but when the new snowboard is beckoning, the decision to go or not can be difficult. What happens is in the heat of the moment, the siren call of the slopes may inspire you to say, “Whatever, let’s go.” Six hours later while stuck in traffic you might wonder why. The anti-whatever equation explained here can be helpful.

The equation to make the decision to go to Tahoe involves the numerator of the hassle and the denominator of the enjoyment and goes something like this: “If I am leaving San Francisco after 3 p.m. on a Friday and it is snowing, and I have to return on Sunday by 5 p.m., that will give me one day of skiing and a lot of hassle. So I will not go.” The Tahoe equation can be applied to almost any situation to eliminate “whatever.”

In our daily lives there are three notions to consider regarding small decisions as they apply to the daily choices.

The first is a concept known as path dependence. Although it is usually applied to economics and the social sciences, the concept can come into play regarding “whatever.” Path dependence means history matters. That is, past events and decisions can dictate what happens later. What happens in the future will be affected by the choices you made today, even the small choices. When offered that drink for the road and you accept it with a “whatever,” it may lead to a DUI, which precludes you from a career in law enforcement. This is an extreme example—a career plan changed over the “whatever” in the bar.

The second concept is the snowball effect. Something that may seem insignificant can build upon itself and become bigger and bigger as it builds upon itself. Consider the small choice of going to McDonald’s every day with a “Whatever, it may be bad for me but it’s easy to go through the drive-thru.” That small decision could lead to big weight gain and bad health. You could become a large snowball as you gain mass and surface area every day. As philosopher and priest Franz Brentano said on how small errors compound, “What is at first small is often extremely large in the end. And so it happens that whoever deviates only a little from truth in the beginning is led farther and farther afield in the sequel, and to errors which are a thousand times as large.”

The third concept is the ripple effect. When an object is dropped into the water, it creates a pattern that expands far beyond the original point of the splash. The impact keeps growing and expanding. The same can be said for a “whatever” comment. When you hear a comment like, “It seemed like a small decision at the time, but it changed my life,” learn the lesson.

Consider the apocryphal story of the man who bought a new fishing rod and reel. He soon realized that the gear was meant for deep water, not the dock near his home, so he bought a boat. Since it was a large boat, he needed a new truck to tow it. With the truck and the boat in his driveway, he needed a new and bigger house. It all happened as the result of that decision to buy that new rod and reel. As the ripples spread, it was “whatever” all along the way.

THINK ANYONE WILL NOTICE?

Personal style and appearance are always under scrutiny. The answer to the question of “Will anyone notice?” is almost always, “Yes.” Zoom meetings may not require anything fancy below, but people do notice how you present yourself. Personal brands are created by your entire persona, no one should have a “whatever” brand.

My friend is the father of identical twins, a boy and a girl. They are in the third grade. Each day the eight-year-old boy wears the same thing, khaki pants and a polo shirt. In fact, he gets dressed the night before and sleeps in his clothes so that he doesn’t have to deal with any choices in the morning. Each day his twin sister wears something different and exalts in her choices. The daily ritual of making the wardrobe choice is important to her. Her twin could care less. Neither is saying “whatever.”

Choices present themselves in different ways at different points in our lives. No matter, “whatever” is not the answer. A life of being indecisive through “whatevers” can also create a gnawing sense of guilt regarding the decisions you did not make. Guilt usually washes over you based on something you did; with a “whatever” dread based on something you did not do, make the decision.

Anyone who constantly uses the word “whatever” will soon be labeled as wishy-washy, wimpy, milquetoast, or worse. “Whatever” will hurt your career, and I have seen the damage firsthand. I suspect you have too. Besides all the problems already mentioned, decision avoidance in the form of “whatever” can be annoying to others when we look at choices and choose none. Don’t believe me? Think of all the times you or your friends study a menu for 20 minutes, and when the waiter asks for the choice, the response is “I don’t know what to get.” Or even a question to the waiter, “I can’t decide, what do you suggest?”

We just don’t realize at the time how those small decisions can impact a life. We should make decisions, no matter the size, with an eye toward the implications. Life is full of possibilities. Don’t spend much time thinking about how others want us to live, instead of making choices that make us happy.

SAMPLE SMALL CHOICES THAT CREATE “WHATEVER” RIPPLES

• Take the stairs or the elevator?

• Be nice to the security guard and other staff people or ignore them?

• Rejoice about someone else’s success or feel bad about their success?

• Talk to someone or send a slack or email?

• Join the gang for drinks or not?

• Respond to the Nigerian prince who wants your credit card or not?

• Do emails while in meetings or pay attention and contribute?

• Treat people who have been fired like they are dead or talk to them?

• Believe influencers are genuine in promoting products or make your own decisions?

• Waste time arguing politics with people you don’t know or be productive?

• Go to the funeral, wedding, or birthday party or make a lame excuse?

• Be gracious to others as you leave the place?

• Use double-sided printing or waste paper?


TOOLS AND HACKS:
The Magic 8 Ball (Why Not?)

Every child knows the attraction of asking the Magic 8 Ball a question because it always has an answer. Even when the answer is “Answer hazy, try again,” when you try again an answer will appear on the little round screen for all to see. Important questions like, “Does Sarah love me?” or “Will I be rich when I am older?” are always addressed. The beauty of this decision-making tool is that you can keep asking until the answer you want is the one you get. The Ouija board is in the same category. Although these decision-making tools might be just as effective as more sophisticated ones, your decisions will be better served by using other methods.




PERSPECTIVES ON WHATEVER

JEFF RICHARDS

venture capitalist, investor, board member, father of four


Jeff Richards is an investor and the guy who makes companies successful after the investment. He has made investments in early-stage companies around the world and has kept his sense of adventure about investing. Maybe it’s the four children at home.



When asked about decisions and “whatever,” Jeff immediately reflected on his college basketball experience. “When I was a freshman at Dartmouth, I was the twelfth man on the team. I barely made it. The team could have only 12 players on it. But I stuck with it. When I was a sophomore, I was still the twelfth man on the team. When I was a junior, I was the twelfth man on the team, and when I was a senior I was still the twelfth man on the team. I rarely played. Each year I could have given up but I didn’t. I made the commitment each year to be on the team because I loved the game and wanted to be a part of it. When I told that story after graduation, the story is what got me my first job. I never quit, I never said ‘whatever, I’ll just do something else.’”

Jeff sees it now in the companies he invests in. “To be great, one has to be devoted to the cause and to the people. The definition of showing up keeps changing but showing up still matters, and everyone notices who shows up and who are the slackers. Showing up is intentional. Everyone at every level wants to be able to make decisions and the good leader allows that to happen.”

A laser focus on results will eliminate anything related to fuzzy decisions.



WHATEVER WISDOM


Any founder who cannot make decisions is not one I would invest in. That’s the first test.






CHAPTER 8

WHATEVER CAN TURN INTO WOULDA, COULDA, SHOULDA

Learn and Move On

It is our choices, Harry, that show what we truly are, far more than our abilities.

—J. K. ROWLING, Harry Potter and the Chamber of Secrets

Regret is a very powerful emotion. It is most often fed by the decision we wish we had made. When you don’t make a decision, regret is almost sure to follow. The regret could be as simple as being served a meal you don’t like after you said, “Whatever, you order for me.” Regret could happen after you waited and waited on whether to buy that piece of property and then it was gone. Regret can happen when we neglected a relationship and then it was gone. “Whatevers” will almost always lead to regrets. Sometimes there is nothing to do after the decision was not made other than learn and move on.

Regret can settle itself into that spot in our souls where risk and choices converge. The lack of willingness to take the risk could result not in a choice but in not making any choice. The result is the rueful look back about not making any choice, or I could have, if I would have and I suppose I should have. We all have regrets based on saying “whatever,” and we should learn and move on from being in that position again.

Think how many times we hear comments like, “I could have bought Amazon stock at $8.” Or “I should have listened to my mentor about taking that finance class.” Or “I would have been a great marine biologist, too bad.” Implicit in all of the regrets is the concept of risk.

There is no shortage of clichés about taking risks as the antidote to a “whatever” life. When applied, many of the clichés are true. How often have we heard advice like:

• No risk, no reward.

• Go out on a limb; that’s where the fruit is.

• Take risks: if you win, you will be happy; if you lose you will be wise.

The well-worn bromides encourage us all to take the risk, but the “whatever” attitude brings us away from the risk. Each of us has a different little risk calculator in our heads. We can point to people who are successful based on taking risks, like Richard Branson or Elon Musk.

Successful people are adept at understanding risk and making decisions based on the calculus of the risk. Like them or loathe them, some of the biggest winners in the tech world are also the biggest risk takers. Taking a risk does not mean that woulda, coulda, shoulda will not crop up. Think, I should have held onto my money instead of investing in that failed startup. Or I could have been done by now if I hadn’t spent money on the boat that sank. Dwelling on those past opportunities where we made no decision is not productive.

I know people who live on a steady diet of woulda, coulda, shoulda. When I was a young boy, my grandfather would point to houses and say, “See that mansion? During the Great Depression I could have bought that place for five thousand dollars. I didn’t have much money but I should have bought it.” Or he would point to a certain car and say, “A few years ago I could have worked for a weekend for a guy and he was going to give me a car like that. I should have done it. Whatever.” Even as a young boy I wondered how his life would have been different had he bought the place or the car. Instead, he may have made what he thought was the right choice at the time, but he later went on to regret not taking the risk.

When it comes to risk, consider the worst outcome one might imagine: it can inform the choices. For my grandfather the worst outcome could have been financial ruin, so he didn’t take it. Probably a good call at the time, Grandpop. He was a product of his time, when people were much more risk averse than today.

Today, the risk attribute is worn as a badge of honor. In Silicon Valley, having taken a risk and failed is seen as a learning experience on the way to success, so let’s dust ourselves off and get funded to try again. As Richard Branson said, “Take a chance. It’s the best way to test yourself, have fun, and push boundaries.”

Fear of missing out (FOMO) can also be an incentive. For those who believe they might miss a promotion, an event, a meeting, FOMO can be just the poke you need to make a decision rather than let the opportunity go by. Should I take that special project assignment? Should I go to that conference? Should I speak up at the next waste-of-time meeting? We all succumb to FOMO, and if that fear will move us to make decisions, it might be a way to consider options.

Think of all the regrets in organizations that occur when something is not quite right but the collective response is “whatever.” Often, the person who doesn’t say “whatever” is the whistleblower—the modern corporate hero. The classic whistleblower case is Theranos. The company was around for years before a series of journalistic and regulatory investigations revealed doubts about the company’s technology claims and whether Elizabeth Holmes had misled investors and the government. Many would suggest that it was impossible for people within Theranos to not know of the problems. There was a collective “whatever” until the whistleblowers hit the alarm button. We watched as Theranos and Holmes were charged with deceiving investors by “massive fraud” through false or exaggerated claims.

Other recent whistleblowers have come forward at Facebook and Twitter. A former Facebook employee testified that Facebook harms “children, sows division, and undermines democracy in pursuit of breakneck growth and ‘astronomical profits.’” Twitter’s former security chief testified that his former employer prioritized profits over security concerns. These were not “whatever” people. The list of organizations where people did not speak up but said “whatever” is a long one. Think Enron, WorldCom, Bernie Madoff, and so many others. Regrets in all of these situations might have been avoided by making decisions consistent with your values.

Both groups and individuals can suffer from an aversion to decisions. When the group is not used to decision-making, the organization might suffer with delays or missed opportunities all together. We have all been on corporate teams that had lots of meetings where no one made decisions and the meetings continued forever and ever. Groups can also suffer from a “whatever” in the form of “that’s good enough.”

“That’s good enough” is usually not. Plenty of examples exist where we settle for something or someone, and when we look back, we know we might have done better. In those cases the sense of “whatever” is almost always involved. The example that comes to mind involves a search for a new CEO.


Don’t Settle

I was involved with a very hip, cool early-stage game company, but the company was stuck. I was an investor, on the board of directors, and its biggest cheerleader. The CEO had just been fired and I was charged to head up the search committee to find a replacement. It was not an easy job to fill. The candidate needed to understand video games, media, technology, and most important, how to take a moribund company and turn it into a global player. An additional and quirky challenge was that game companies, like other tech companies, are full of young engineers with peculiar work habits and who don’t necessarily want to be managed. We looked for the perfect new CEO for months, but the search dragged on and the company continued to make little progress. We had one candidate that fit the bill, but no one was that excited about him. After meeting him, most said, “He looks better on paper.” In short, he was Mr. Dull and a lot like the guy who had just been fired. Nonetheless, we made an offer to Mr. Dull, he accepted it, and the board of directors collectively sighed, “Whatever, he’s good enough.” But it was not to be. We were on the verge of making a mistake, and in our heart of hearts we all sort of knew it. The board was worn down, and sometimes being weary can lead to a “whatever” decision.

Before the new guy started, a woman who had heard about the job contacted me. Although I explained the job had been filled, we agreed to meet over a coffee. The network can never be too big, and maybe there will be another company where she can be useful, I thought. When we met, I knew right away that she would be perfect for the game company CEO slot that had just been filled by Mr. Dull. I knew we had hired the wrong person. She was the type of leader that can turn a company around quickly, which was just what was needed. Mr. Dull was a zero compared to my new friend. The woman in front of me should be the new CEO; there was no question in my mind. I could have said “whatever,” moved forward with Mr. Dull, hoped for the best, and probably regretted my decision. Instead, I started texting the other members of the board right then and there to let them know we had made a mistake. Luckily, he had not started in the new job, so we retracted the job offer from Mr. Dull, hired my new coffee partner, and the company went on to thrive. It was a “never say whatever” moment.



A decision less critical than hiring and firing that involves some risk is networking. In fact, networking is all about risk. It’s putting yourself out there to connect with others. When you don that red and white adhesive name tag that blasts “HELLO” with your name scribbled in below, what you are really saying is, “You don’t know me but let’s give it a try?” In so doing you are risking rejection, although that rarely happens. A “whatever” attitude at any networking event will mean you won’t meet anyone new who can help your career. Go to those networking events with confidence in the choice that you want to expand your world. And set some goals about how many new people you can add to your network.

For anyone who is painfully risk averse and it is causing you to avoid decisions, think of it this way. When you make a risky decision, even one that didn’t result in the outcome you wanted, ask yourself, “Was it worth it?” Taking that trip while travelling alone? Skiing on double black diamond slopes? Buying the house that was a little too expensive? Taking the job for which you knew you were ill prepared? Finding an old love? The answers might be mixed, but you might enjoy the ride. A big “whatever” is to stick with something or someone that you don’t like because you are risk averse. The sticking is usually not worth it.

Changing attitudes about work and maintaining a balance with the rest of your life have been good for rejecting the notion of “whatever.” People are saying, “I don’t want to work so hard anymore. I don’t want to deal with a bad boss anymore. I don’t want to work with a group that is antithetical to my own beliefs anymore.”

A sign that people are not tolerating unsatisfactory work is the willingness to resign without a new job. Traditionally a very risky decision. A bunch of “whatevers” regarding small choices can lead up to that choice. A simple way to make a choice and test what might be a regret was developed by consultant and author Suzy Welch with her simple tool the 10-10-10 rule. The notion advises us to think about any decision we are about to make in three different time frames: How will we feel about it 10 minutes from now? How about 10 months from now? How about 10 years from now? If we can foresee that a decision we make now is likely to leave us with regret later, it means that you head down another road that foresees a happier future.

Daniel Pink has highlighted what to do about regret in his latest book, The Power of Regret. In it he highlights that long-term regrets often stem from decisions we did not make. He provides research that the biggest regrets in our lives are related to relationships, and that the most enduring regrets relate to actions not taken. “I should have married that girl.” “I could have been a contender.” “I would have been perfect for that career.” Looking back with regret, an action not taken is often a “whatever.”

We have all succumbed to fear at some point, and it doesn’t have to be the big decisions. Small things can become magnified.

Now what? When all seems lost, maybe it is. Be realistic, sometimes the captain needs to abandon ship. When you can see the villagers coming toward the castle with torches and pitchforks, it is time to explore alternative options and “as is” is not an option. The villagers mean business and the business is you and your leadership style. A key part of leadership is knowing when it is time to go and tell that someone who makes more and who may be more effective to take over. It is not an easy decision to make. Maybe it’s a resignation or retirement or a counsel role.

A “whatever” career is one where we look back and say, “If only . . .” A steady diet of “whatevers” creates regrets, and who wants those?

THE WOULDA, COULDA, SHOULDA INVENTORY (PARTIAL)

If I had avoided “whatever” I could have:

• Lived where I wanted to instead of where my company sent me

• Taken that summer job that was more of an adventure

• Studied abroad

• Avoided the sour, crushing depths of addiction

• Been more creative

• Stuck with that sport to see if I could make it as a pro

• Waited to get married

• Married someone sooner

• Saved money so I could retire

• Taken over the family business

• Lit my ambition fire earlier

• Helped my siblings get started

• Mentored that struggling young person

• Followed my passion

I should have:

• Married that person

• Taken that year off after college

• Studied harder

• Moved when I had the chance

• Tried harder

• Paid more attention

• Not partied so much

• Listened to my parents

• Been more truthful about who I really am

• Made a better decision

I could have:

• Been more successful

• Been more satisfied

• Been a contender

• Been a father or mother

• Been a pirate

• Changed the world

• Traveled

• Lived there

I would have:

• Grown wiser

• Given it all away

• Not been happy

• Given anything

If any apply, pass on the advice to never say “whatever.”


TOOLS AND HACKS:
Harvey Balls, a Map to Kill Whatever

No matter the size of the decision, I have always found Harvey balls to be a simple and effective tool to get unstuck. We have all seen and probably used Harvey balls when it came to buying a stove or computer. For most of us, Consumer Reports is where we first discovered these ubiquitous moons. The “balls” are qualitative and show a subjective picture of the options and the criteria by which we might choose an option. The balls create a picture that may not be perfect but will probably be directionally correct. Once I complete a Harvey ball diagram, I am likely to squint at it to see what it might be showing me. The answer is there in my squint.

Harvey balls work by comparing things to see how each option meets a criteria. See Figure 8.1.
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FIGURE 8.1 Harvey balls

Information such as quality or taste is often difficult to summarize in a way that allows for easy comparison. Harvey balls to the rescue. The choice of whether or not you go out to lunch with colleagues probably does not need a Harvey ball test, although you could use the tool. But if you are deciding whether or not to quit your job because you sort of don’t like your boss, the tool might come in handy. The options could be:

1. Keep current job

2. Look for new job

3. Go to graduate school

4. Retire

The criteria by which you make the decision and fill in the “balls” could be factors like: readiness, family support, up for challenge, or affordability. The dark balls will help you make the decision.

Harvey balls are the go-to tool for consultants and are most often used in project tracking and continuous improvement. Harvey L. Poppel is generally credited with inventing Harvey balls in the 1970s while working as head of their worldwide IT consulting practice at Booz Allen Hamilton. I doubt he knew that the “balls” could help get you out of the ditch of saying “whatever.” A sample Harvey ball chart looks like Figure 8.2.
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FIGURE 8.2 Harvey ball chart

Think of the times when you said “whatever” and as a result missed something that could have made a difference in your work life. You gave what you knew was a half-hearted effort to a project that turned out to be important. You could have gone to lunch with the team, but you already had a turkey sandwich in your desk you brought from home. Some decisions were made at the lunch and you missed them.




PERSPECTIVES ON WHATEVER

JENNIFER SIRANGELO

President and CEO of the National 4-H Council, speaker and national leader in diversity, inclusion, and youth development


Jennifer Sirangelo is the first woman to lead the National 4-H Council. She leads a complex organization that serves six million youths, and a network of 500,000 volunteers and 3,500 4H professionals.



“When one leads an organization with a clear mission, choices may not be easy, but they are clear. And our mission to expand opportunities for all of America’s youth through increased investment and participation is always first nd foremost.”

“As a leader, I realize that even small things matter, small choices matter. We make all of our decisions with an intentionality that trumps any hesitancy or indecision. We instill that sense in both our staff and volunteers as well as the youth we serve.

“Anyone who becomes a leader realizes very soon that to be effective, choices always need to be made and sometimes quickly. The tone comes from the top, and a leader who is indecisive will lead a meandering organization. Small things like answering a cell phone during a meeting can broadcast a small choice that the people around you don’t matter.

“Regarding the attitude of ‘whatever,’ I find it downright discourteous. Not making decisions is dismissive. The brush-off can mean this is not important, instead of ‘I value you and want your decision.’

“The successful people that I see, even so many of the young ones that I deal with, are intentional. They have goals and make decisions based on those goals. They do not drift far from their intentions.”



WHATEVER WISDOM


Small decisions are signals that a leader values others. Ambivalence or making no decisions broadcasts the opposite.






CHAPTER 9

THE NEVER SAY WHATEVER ADVISORS

Your Personal Board of Directors

On the plains of hesitation bleach the bones of countless millions who, at the dawn of decision, sat down to wait, and waiting died.

—GEORGE W. CECIL

Katina is a psychic, not the kind you see with a blinking sign out in front of her studio on Main Street. She is a psychic who works at the high end of the demographic curve. She had been retained as a gimmick at a corporate strategic retreat with a large group from a disc drive company. Little did I imagine what would happen. Katina is under 30 and she can look into anyone’s eyes and predict their future in a charming and engaging way. When our consulting team called to book her for the retreat, it was half as a joke to do something entertaining for the group. When we called, she said, “I knew you would be calling.” We knew immediately we were onto something.

A victim of a childhood sickness, Katina had lost 80 percent of her hearing. She would look at people’s mouths while they spoke to try to understand what they were saying, because she couldn’t hear. But her eyes roamed upward, and she started to look into people’s eyes. She found intriguing insights as she would peer into the eyes of the talker. She found she could look deeply into the unsuspecting person’s soul and see his or her future. It was truly believable and easy to understand how she could build a career around this gift. This was not a technique we had studied in the strategic planning course in graduate school.

She was on the retreat agenda unidentified as a “surprise session.” The day had been filled with 10 or 12 slide presentations with lots of spreadsheets and rehashing of the past. The minds were growing numb. Katina was the after-dinner entertainment and was introduced with little fanfare, but the group was curious. It quickly turned into the most interesting part of the entire retreat. She explained her hearing loss story and made some predictions for the company and the people in it—all of her predictions were good. Then she announced that if anyone would like an individual session, she would make herself available. All 50 of the retreat participants lined up, including the CEO of this Fortune 500 company. It was funny at first, but then I realized that the retreat was quickly unraveling. Why bother going through the rigor of analytics and forecasting when Katina can do it more quickly (and credibly) than my world-class consulting team or the company’s own strategic planning group?

Needless to say, the remainder of the retreat migrated into how to implement Katina’s recommendations that the CEO had written down. The company actually did follow Katina’s advice. And her advice was at the “highest” of levels, like “pay attention to your largest customers” and “you will attract an important new talent to the company; make sure you welcome her.”

Katina showed the group that the ideal decision tool could be a crystal ball. With a crystal ball, you would have perfect knowledge of the world, perfect knowledge of all available options, and—because you could see the future—you would know for sure how any of those choices might turn out. She was their crystal ball.

Some would argue the counsel might have been just as good as anything that the MBAs could develop, but the information was a little flimsy and hard to act on. The session did show that everyone was open to advice from different sources, and when balanced with other data, the advice from Katina could be valuable. She was one of many sources that took the group away from “whatever.” Katina and the CEO stayed in touch, and I suspect she became a part of his board of advisors.

ADVISORS AND ADVOCATES

The best advisors, the ones who can help us make decisions, are those who know us, understand us, and cheer for us. No matter who you are, there are not a lot of those people hanging around to tell you what to do. A parent, relative, friend, or anyone who loves you is the first round of people we go to for advice, but this group is hardly objective. Ask yourself if anyone in this group will provide advice in your best interest instead of their own. “Dad, I have a job offer across the country. It’s a once in a lifetime opportunity, but it means I will see you only twice a year.” The response might not be the objective one we want. You need the advisors who love you, but not that much.

Lining up your board can be a fun exercise and tell you something about yourself. Who you admire and want to take advice from might hold a mirror to your own values and perspectives. During our careers, especially early on, we need guidance and counsel on how to be successful, whether we are navigating a complex organization or starting our own company. We need someone who has been there, done that. We need someone who can be inspirational and all-knowing, and help us make all those decisions, big and small. In the real world the advisors that are assigned to you may not be the ones you want. They may not be the ones most interested in your well-being. So many decisions, so few good advisors.

Start looking within your network. Help is all around in the form of the network you have created. The network is not just about finding jobs; it is the source of helping with decisions, even small ones. When faced with choices, advice can be gleaned from those who understand the situation and the options. You don’t have to ask, “Will you be on my personal board of advisors?” You just need to access them when you need to make a decision. The advisors should have different skills. One can be for financial decisions, one can be for career decisions, one for personal decisions, and all of them can be for general spiritual encouragement. The group can be as large as you want it to be. Gathering good advice from respected advisors can help cure any indecision you might have. But finding the right advisors is not necessarily easy. Sometimes you need help and the advisor that you need the most may not be handy. If that’s the case, it is often my advice to create a virtual board of advisors. Why not? Everything else is virtual now.

The virtual personal board of directors might help because mentors aren’t there all the time and family members may or may not tell you the truth. It’s like the four-year-old who has an imaginary friend and is constantly discussing options with that “friend.” When faced with a choice, no matter how small, you can ask yourself, “What would Barack Obama do?” “What would George Clooney do?” “What would Oprah Winfrey do?” A side benefit of our culture of celebrity is that we get to know people, good or bad. When faced with a decision, I doubt that we would wonder, “What would so-and-so do—I need to think of a bad person for this.” The bad advisors can be helpful too. What would the Unabomber do? Whatever it is, don’t take that option.

I often consult with George Clooney although we have never met, probably never will, and he will never in his life know who I am. Yes, he is rich and handsome and famous, but that is not why he is on my personal board of directors. In addition to the celebrity traits, he seems to be a guy who loves his family, is very self-aware, cares for others, and is just a nice guy. I like the way he operates and he doesn’t take any grief. (I hope I am right about this, George. Please call me.) I asked George what he would do recently. I was asked to give a talk to a local group about my experiences as an entrepreneur. Although I didn’t feel like it, I could tell it was important to the group and it would not be difficult for me, so I said yes to the talk. I hope George would have done the same thing.

The people on your board of advisors can guide you, even in the small, seemingly inconsequential decisions. None of them should ever say “whatever.”

GOOD MENTORS KILL WHATEVER

With both real and virtual advisory boards in the wings, a mentor can be the go-to person. The mentor can be the most immediate helper in making decisions. Mentors come in all shapes and sizes and at different times in one’s life. Some mentors are people that you wouldn’t expect to play that role, especially at work. We have a vision of what a mentor looks like, and that vision may look like the boss, someone older and way more experienced. Like a parent, except not that old, who is more helpful and honest with us. In short, a mentor is someone who can help us get promoted in our career and be more satisfied. A mentor doesn’t have to be someone who acts or looks like a boss. Some of the best mentors I have worked with were younger and more creative than I am.

Some people enjoy serving as a mentor; others run away from the responsibility. Some people thrive under the tutelage of mentors; others cringe at being forced into this type of learning situation. Everyone agrees that there is a need to develop the newbies. The trick for success is to get both mentors and mentees out of the “whatever” mode so that everyone can learn and develop. The time spent helping others as a mentor or listening to others as a mentee is a small decision that can lead to important relationships.

Busy managers are often dubious of being assigned younger people to mentor. Coaching others and listening is one more thing on a busy calendar that will probably not lead to any results. The attitude can be, “OK, I will meet with you, but I would much rather do something else. Whatever.” Wrong. It’s important to be accountable to others, be they a mentor or mentee. I learned this lesson from a young woman who shyly approached me one day and said, “You changed my life. When you told me I could be the star of that project, I stepped up and made it a success. I never looked back. I hope you know what an impact you had on me.” I was never her “official” mentor and I didn’t remember her, but she remembered me. Regardless of your inclination, the world of mentors is not a “whatever” situation. Mentors are accountable for the development of the mentee.

The best mentor I ever had was a person I didn’t especially like at the time. His name was Wilford A. Butler and here is his story.

In the days when men still wore ties, dealing with a stain on a tie always presented a dilemma. Ties are made of silk and are expensive and don’t react well to any foreign particles. The dilemma is what to do with the tie once stained. Is it a big stain that people will notice? Is the tie ruined? Should I even keep it? And so it was for me when a glop of Caesar salad dressing landed on my tie at a dinner I was enjoying with my boss, Wilford A. Butler. I immediately wiped it off, but the damage was done; an oily stain had settled in right in the middle of the tie.

“Too bad,” Wilford said. “I hate to have to throw a good tie away.”

“Maybe I don’t have to throw it away. Maybe the stain will come out. I like this tie and I just bought it.” I said.

“It won’t,” he said.

When it was time to pair that particular tie with its matching shirt and jacket, I took a close look at the stained tie, asked myself if anyone would notice, and—once I persuaded myself that no one would notice—wore the tie without a further thought. Upon arriving at the office, I chatted with that same boss with whom I had dinner. He glanced at the tie and immediately spotted the stain on it that I had previously ignored.

“I’ll be right back,” he said. He returned with a pair of scissors, grabbed my tie, cut it in two, and handed me the piece he had cut.

“That tie doesn’t match your shirt,” he said. If I ever had any notion of wearing that tie again, it was not to be, and I took what was left of the tie off my collar. The lesson occurred later.

“Did you know that a stain can never be removed from a tie?” he asked.

“I sort of knew it,” I said and wanted to change the subject.

“Here is what I would guess happened this morning when you were getting dressed. I bet you had your shirt on and went for the tie in question. You looked at it, shrugged, and said to yourself, ‘No one will notice.’ Wrong, wrong, wrong on two fronts. First, you were incorrect in your assumption that people won’t notice the stain on your clothing. People notice Caesar salad dressing on ties. Second, your casual attitude that says, ‘This tie is good enough’ is lazy and unacceptable. Now, leave the office and go find another tie.”

And I did.

Now I know, when I put that tie on that morning, what I really said to myself, “Whatever.” It was an early lesson.

Wilford Butler passed away, but he is in my life as an advisor all the time. He taught me about never saying “whatever” when it comes to daily decisions like:

• Even when you think no one will notice, they do.

• Friends tell friends the truth about appearance.

• Deadlines are not to be missed.

• Deep relationships can happen at any age.

• A proper way to do things always exists. So does the opposite.

• The arts and fine food and wine are meant to be shared.

Wilford is not alone in advising me even today. Others come and go depending on the situation and might be a group as diverse as my mom, George Clooney, Barack Obama, and Mrs. Shoemaker, my tenth-grade English teacher. Choose your advisors carefully; all of them should keep you away from the “whatever” problem.

NEVER GIVE UP, NEVER SURRENDER

The giving-up part of a “whatever” attitude may be the death sentence at work. “I cannot believe this is happening to me. I can’t fight. I can’t win. Whatever!” When the schedules, resources, and helpers are not there working in your favor, it could be time to stop fighting the world. When you need encouragement, when you need to boost your confidence, when you need to overcome the “imposter” syndrome, when you are about to give up, that is the time to checking with the personal board of advisors. You might just need to “take a beat.” The choices will still there waiting to be made. In the face of the enemy, the general doesn’t say “whatever.” The same holds true when the work piles up or the exams are all on the same day. It is still time to make choices about how to get it all done and not do the “whatever” dance.

When faced with too many decisions, the easiest thing to do is shut down or wait until later. In short, not deal with any of them. Maybe that is the right thing to do, but be aware of the benefits and risks. A clear head in the morning might provide the perspective and data to make decisions. But what if the waiting means you missed a chance, an opportunity, or a relationship that will not be there tomorrow? Best to deal with at least some of them that are in front of you, and checking in with the advisors can be helpful in that regard.

Some people say they’re bad at making decisions. They might say, “I’ve never been good when it comes to making decisions. I trust those around me to make decisions.” That attitude might be good for the nonmechanically oriented when you are getting your car repaired, but not for most of the daily choices. The admittedly poor decision makers are the ones who say “whatever.” Get over it. No one wants to make decisions that are going to affect their lives in a negative way. No one should choose to be miserable or miss opportunities.

Once again the advisor group can help. Your mantra might be, “Although I am not good at making decisions, I wonder what (fill in the blank) might do in this situation?” Eventually, you will get your own decision mojo going.

WHATEVER CAN SHOW YOUR FEARS AND INSECURITIES

A large technology company was suffering. Based on cost-cutting data, the CEO made the decisions at a staff meeting to eliminate 4,000 jobs in China and a plant in Kansas City. The decision took less than five minutes. In the same meeting, a member of the executive committee mentioned that something needed to be done about the CEO’s executive assistant. She was an embarrassment when it came to dealing with customers and investors, and it didn’t reflect well on the company. Everyone agreed, including the CEO, that she was incompetent and that the company could do better. The CEO deferred the decision, saying, “She’s been with me so long I just can’t bring myself to do it.” He just eliminated 4,000 jobs around the world—the faceless employees—and we spent five minutes on it. Now he can’t fire the incompetent person that sits three feet from his office. Whatever.

Mentors and advisors are essential, be they real or imagined. If you have a good and approachable mentor who knows you and listens to you, your mentor should be the go-to advisor. Getting advice can be the one element that is most useful in staying away from “whatever.”

CRITERIA FOR YOUR “NEVER SAYING WHATEVER” ADVISORS

• Someone you like, maybe even want to be

• Someone who is bold, the opposite of wishy-washy

• Someone who is thoughtful

• Someone who is credible and will tell you the truth

• Someone who is wise

• Someone who is relatable

• Someone who you might know

• Someone you respect

• Someone who knows you

• Someone who loves you as long as you discount for sparing you pain


PERSPECTIVES ON WHATEVER

SUSAN CHAPMAN HUGHES

board member, connected leader, digital transformation guru, speaker, mentor, community leader, mother


Susan Chapman Hughes is a force of nature. While an executive at American Express, Citigroup, and other large organizations, she slayed the dragon of major change initiatives. She is a New Yorker who is outspoken on the need for women in leadership roles.



“Any large transformation effort, especially in a big organization, is a breeding ground for ‘whatever.’ The lack of decisions can stall change so leaders need to install mechanisms to make decisions happen. Sometimes the mechanisms need to get people out of their comfort zone so things can move forward. Where there is bureaucracy, there is ‘whatever.’ An effective organization will kill both.”

She contends that although sometimes she doesn’t agree with decisions, it’s still better than having a decision just hanging out there.

“We can all build muscle memory about making decisions. It is a skill that can be learned to get out of being insecure or helpless. Work has changed, and with remote work it is truly incumbent on organizations to train and empower people to make decisions.

“The best managers I ever had were ones who eliminated roadblocks to decision-making. Those managers never gave up on people and helped them navigate decisions, no matter how difficult. They showed empathy about the struggle and supported decisions. Often when problems are clear, so too are the possible solutions; that’s where a leader can help.”

Today there are so many decision-making tools that there should not be any excuse for not making decisions. Yet people will always opt out of the decision process. There is no room for those people in a driven organization, nor should there be.

“If you are known as someone who makes decisions, people will come to you. It’s a mantle I wear proudly,” she says.



WHATEVER WISDOM


“Whatever” is a luxury I never had. I always had to step up.






CHAPTER 10

A RESOLVE TO LIVE WITHOUT WHATEVER

Kicking the Habit

Paralysis is an individual choice.

—CHRISTOPHER REEVE

All the decisions you ever made add up to where you are now. Today. If your current lot in life is not what you had hoped, maybe you said “whatever” a few too many times. Regrets might include decisions you made with the best information you had at the time. A more bitter regret might be the decision you never made by approaching that choice with a “whatever.” It’s time to move on.

As you consider never saying “whatever” again, your resolve should not be diminished by a pained sigh or “I am just not good at decision-making” response. That sigh is just another “whatever” in the form of resignation. As in, “I will try but whatever.” Resignation might be one of the worst forms of “whatever,” like Eeyore the donkey in Winnie the Pooh who always says, “Thanks for noticing,” with a sigh.

Eliminating the wishy-washy in you is no promise that riches and fame or a promotion and raise will follow. If you stop saying “whatever,” your life will not be full of beautiful flying unicorns and pots of gold at the end of the rainbow. There is a chance you will still look back on your life with regrets or second guesses based on decisions you made. You probably will still look back at some decisions with wistful sighs, especially about love lost. But cumulatively, if you add up all the times you avoided saying “whatever” and made real choices that you in your heart of hearts knew were the best ones for you at the time, life will be better.

Not all decisions are the same in importance, and you need to rise to the occasion of the decision. Some are lifetime commitments like marriage. Some are long commitments like getting a dog. Some are based on need at the time. Some are based on finances. Some are based on the need for recognition or approval. Some might not seem to matter—what should I wear today?” But they all do matter, and the choices you make will be noticed by others.

When surrounded by others who are reticent to make a decision, an effective manager or leader will be quick to make decisions for you. Watch out. When posed with options and someone says “whatever,” I say, “OK then, I’ll make the decision, here is what we are going to do.”

You might think it’s too late, that you are stuck. You started saying “whatever” as a teenager, and here you are all these years later, a “whatever” victim. It’s never too late to change your attitude toward decision-making and make some choices. The stories of 90-year-old women who take up running and win their first marathon are inspirational, but you don’t have to go that far. Just make some of those small daily choices like whether or not to get up off the couch.

The first step is to make the decision to stop being the “whatever” person. If you don’t make that first choice, nothing good will happen. Alcoholics Anonymous (AA) can teach us an important lesson about small choices. AA is successful partly because it allows people to take small steps. The goal is to get members to stop drinking for life; alcoholics are told to stay sober one day at a time or one hour at a time. If temptation is severe, members are encouraged to reach out to friends. You could do the same and start by taking one day to eliminate “whatever” and start making some choices. Connect with your personal board of directors as your support system as necessary. I do not mean to suggest that “whatever” is akin to being an alcoholic. I am suggesting that “whatever” might disappear by making the small choices when they arise and not saying the word for a day. Like AA members do, reduce the size of the choice. You need to make this change for yourself and those around you. First steps don’t need to be complicated and do not require a big decision. Remember, the big decisions are few. Like in so many areas of our lives, a succession of many minor choices might add up to a big deal. By itself one small decision may seem unimportant but when put in a series, those small choices make for a life that is true to who you want to be. Small choices set in motion other small wins, not a series of “whatevers.” Small choices are not scattered; they are everywhere, every day. By making them, you steer your life in a general direction that you should like; by not making them, who knows where things go? Like all personal changes, it might take some resolve. As in, “I know I shouldn’t say ‘whatever,’ but. . . .”

Consider this comment from someone who learned about choices from Steve Jobs’s 2005 commencement address at Stanford:

When I was 17, I read a quote that went something like: “If you live each day as if it was your last, someday you’ll most certainly be right.” It made an impression on me, and since then, for the past 33 years, I have looked in the mirror every morning and asked myself: “If today were the last day of my life, would I want to do what I am about to do today?” And whenever the answer has been “No” for too many days in a row, I know I need to change something.

Remembering that I’ll be dead soon is the most important tool I’ve ever encountered to help me make the big choices in life. Because almost everything—all external expectations, all pride, all fear of embarrassment or failure—these things just fall away in the face of death, leaving only what is truly important. Remembering that you are going to die is the best way I know to avoid the trap of thinking you have something to lose. You are already naked. There is no reason not to follow your heart.

None of us are Steve Jobs, but he did teach us about making decisions and perspective. If you follow his advice, you should feel good about the elimination of “whatever” from your vocabulary. You will move in a direction, even if that direction is only a lunch with someone you want to get to know better. Without knowing it, you will feel good about your willingness and ability to make decisions. It’s the first step. But like any bad habit, “whatever” can creep back into the vocabulary and attitude. Watching for symptoms beyond just using the word is a key to eliminating a “whatever” mindset.

Addressing the small choices can give you closure. Whether we like the outcome or not, closure allows us to move on. One of many reasons why we like college is because of the closure we experience while there. Every term has a beginning, middle, and an end. Along the way, we choose just how hard we want to work in every class, consciously or not, and live with the results. Graduation is the ultimate closure event, not a “whatever” event.

People exercise and eat healthily as a choice. Choices are clear for anyone who wants to achieve their goals. In our work lives, the sense of closure and completion is rare; in fact, most jobs are designed so that they are never done, never complete. You may have to find your own closure through “whatever” elimination. Forecast your own future and start the journey to get there through small choices.

There are an unlimited number of choices you must make on the job, whether you are a CEO, branch manager, truck driver, or kitchen help. The daily choice of how you spend your time is the biggest, most important variable of the day. Real work always needs to get done. Through the chapters I have included a few simple tools and hacks to help you make decisions. These are but a few, and as needed, you can create much more sophisticated tools.

THE IDEAL DECISION TOOL FOR YOU IS YOU

When you make a choice, you are predicting the future. “I choose a turkey sandwich for lunch today.” And there it comes. Choosing the option that best helps you achieve your goals is always the best one. Whether it’s the turkey sandwich or a college, the one that will put you on the straight and narrow to your goals is the right one.

The uncertainty that governs our world doesn’t make choices easier. As the number of choices increases, so does the potential for not making them. Nothing is perfect. Decision options aren’t perfect. The choices you make aren’t perfect. But it still feels good to make them. Many times you already know what the choice will be or what it will have to be. May as well make it. An easy choice to make is to give up on anything that doesn’t make you happy.

How to keep it out of your vocabulary? Just recognize it when it creeps in. Small decisions are like airline seats; once the plane takes off, it’s too late for the airline to worry about filling the seat.

At a reception for new college graduates, a serious young woman, I will call her Jenny, approached me with a mission. She knew that during my career I had worked different jobs and seen the good and the bad when it came to careers and a successful life. She was pleasant as she said, “I feel like I am not ready for the work world. College was great, but I am not sure about the ‘real’ world and I want to be successful. You’ve been around, so I have just one question for you, ‘What matters?’” Wow, that is the existential question. I said, “Let me think about that. I can give you a glib answer right now, but I want to have a good answer to the question ‘What matters?’ I’ll get right back to you.” And I did think and I did get back to her in writing; my answer was short.

Dear Jenny,

I like short and thoughtful questions, so I’ll give you a short and thoughtful answer. Everything matters! Yep, sorry, but it’s true. When it comes to enjoying your work and achieving some success, everything really does matter. A few examples might help:

• Making choices matters, no matter the size.

• Being prepared matters.

• Getting results matters.

• Working with the team matters.

• Understanding both strategy and execution matters.

• Everyday performance matters.

• Response time matters.

• Knowing how and when to listen matters.

• How you look on a Zoom call matters.

• Communication skills matter.

• Showing up on time matters.

• Attitude matters.

• Keeping track of your own performance matters.

• Social media output matters.

• Taking on difficult tasks matters.

• Always telling the truth matters.

• Math skills matter.

• Building a network matters.

• Proper behavior matters.

• Knowing how to use the mute button matters.

• And finally, never saying “whatever” matters.


A FINAL PERSPECTIVE ON WHATEVER

SAMUEL ALEMAYHU

entrepreneur, global inspiration, company builder, dad


“Sam” Alemayhu is an Ethiopian American serial entrepreneur and investor. He is focused on breakthrough technologies that can fast-track global development. He is a World Economic Forum Young Global Leader. Sam is a founding partner at Pitch and Flow, an innovative storytelling platform that uses the global appeal and power of hip-hop to showcase and celebrate the next generation of entrepreneurs.



Sam Alemayhu has never shied away from bold moves. His journey began in a village in Ethiopa, and he is now a revered impact investor and leader of global development. Along the way there were stops in refugee camps as well as the Stanford University School of Engineering.

In his work in Africa he encountered two types of people with a “whatever” attitude. The first came from the bureaucrats who were not incentivized to ever get anything done. The second group were those so disenfranchised that they believed they had no power to make any choice. For Sam, neither group was easy to work with. He wanted to make things better, and that was not going to happen without government decisions and assistance. He wanted people to feel empowered. He knew the people cared, but the history of no one ever listening to them made them wonder, “Why bother?”

Sam changed things on major projects like waste to energy plants and wind energy projects. No small undertaking. He achieved results by demonstrating to officials that good decisions could lead to results, and by gaining trust from the people by listening and telling the truth.

According to Sam, “It’s a luxury to be able to make decisions. So many people in the world never even get the chance to make any choices in their lives. ‘Whatever’ is a global word; although it may not exist in other languages, that sensibility is still there. Most people in most places are marginalized and have no voice, so they have no input into any decision. As a result, society runs on hindsight. We look back at the decisions that should have been made and the lost opportunities. We should look forward and anticipate choices and then make them at the right time.”

Sam is working on projects that will have a major impact on the world. He is reimagining how cement is manufactured. He is working on changing the entire dairy industry. He is changing the way we think about antiquated processes that we have tolerated for too long.



WHATEVER WISDOM


When you care about something every decision matters. When you don’t care about something, why are you doing it? That’s a decision too.






APPENDIX

THE WHATEVER DEFINITIONS

A Swiss Army Kind of Word

“Whatever” is a word with infinite meanings informed by volume, nuance, body language, and inflection. Its versatility is what makes it so useful. Although the definitions and messages inherent in the word vary, each one (except for the “whatever it takes” message) conveys a similar sentiment: that you choose to not be engaged, you will not be making any decisions. You are taking a “pass.” At work, the ambivalence about decisions can mean a variety of behaviors and attitudes that will show up in your next performance review under the category of “Needs Improvement.” Your attitude toward the performance review should never include the “whatever” word.

Just reading the definitions gives me a slight sense of irritation. In the Dictionary of American Slang (Robert Chapman & Barbara Kipfer, 1995), there is a citation of the word as an adverb and when usage started:

whatever, adv. Often a reply to an unanswerable question, with the force of “Could be” or “We’ll see.” “Well, whatever. The point was, he was dead . . .”

In this definition, I doubt it was a “whatever” situation to the dead guy, but the word still worked. The exploration of the definition and usage of “whatever” can take us through nearly every academic discipline and media outlet. The following are just a few of the hundreds of nuanced definitions with my own editorial advice included:

• I don’t care. The most widespread usage of the word involves some version of “I don’t care.” “Whatever” can be a synonym for:

– I don’t give a damn.

– Just shut up.

– Go without me.

– It’s not important.

– Go jump in the lake (and worse, usually involving the F-word).

You should care. Even the small decisions count every day. The need to make choices that matter, no matter how small, doesn’t take the day off. When faced with a decision, no matter the size, make it. An “I don’t care” attitude today could lead to an “I should have paid attention and made a decision” later. The act of sorting through priorities is one of the critical activities of anyone’s day, or life for that matter. When faced with making decisions, the response of “whatever” often means you will be sorry later.

The “I don’t care” element of “whatever” could be even more pernicious at work when it affects what you choose to do on any given day. When you show up, if you make a “whatever” sigh and don’t really make a choice about the most important activities to work on, the day could be lost. If you work only on what is right in front of you, be it draining email, checking TikTok, or making a customer call, the day could still be lost. What is in front of you may not be what needs to be done. What needs to be done is what should be done.

Anyone who sends off the “whatever” message in any form saying that he or she doesn’t care will be labeled as apathetic or worse. Don’t use the “whatever” crutch. People almost always want to do the right thing and care about how they perform. Eliminate the word from the work vocabulary.

• You make the decision for me . . . I will blame you later. This usage is often employed when none of the choices are very good. As in, “Should we keep the leftover burrito or toss it?” Later, if you eat the old burrito you will be sorry. Or after the burrito was tossed and you are hungry, you will recognize the penalty for saying “whatever.” At work it can come in handy when people are making tough decisions and you can second-guess them with a better choice later. Organizations that are in trouble are often dealing with an entire culture of “whatever.” When bad things happen like cost-cutting measures or layoffs and the response is “whatever,” that is a culture that needs to be fixed. Another frequent usage is when there is disagreement and inevitability. A typical case is when the engineering department claims the product is not ready, but the sales department says we need it. After the battle and the product is released anyway, the engineering department is likely to say “whatever.” The word can be a passive-aggressive response when no one does what they really want to do.

• Leave me alone. If I knew the answer, I would tell you. This “whatever” message is almost always delivered with arms folded across the chest and a defiant but silent look. “Don’t bother me” might also be conveyed when the word is used in this manner. The word may even be split to show disdain as in, “what” followed quickly by “ever.” In any case, no choice was made and the consequences will pile up.

This applies to the dissident project team member. This also prevents discourse or a dialogue from taking place. That’s where collaboration and shared choices could happen but don’t. In this case, “whatever” is a double whammy, no connections between people and no choice.

• I am not listening. When you look at your phone or any other distraction instead of listening, you are saying “whatever.” But the lack of a response means that someone else is making the decision, whether you like it or not. Unlocking from distractions and paying attention to small choices can pay big dividends. Lack of listening skills is a slow journey to a life of “whatevers” and lots of problems at work and home. When you don’t hear the question, saying “whatever” is not a substitute for, “Hold on, I didn’t hear the question, please repeat.”

• Of all the options presented, none are good for me. Whatever. That is, while I may not agree with what you just said, I do not choose to waste my time arguing with you about it just now. The word can delay the argument, but the issue will come back around sooner or later. People often say this when it applies to elections. As in, “I don’t like any of the candidates, so I am not voting, whatever.” That attitude is not helpful in a democracy, since one or the other will be elected. Pick your best one. Sometimes we need to choose the best option even if we think none of them are perfect. A big set of apathetic “whatever” voters can lead to a very bad overall result. Work decisions often involve choosing the least worst option. If an organization is losing money, almost all the choices involve picking the least worst.

• I am pissed off and will hold you responsible. This option can be expressed through angry silence or through yelling the word “whatever.” This usage usually includes a name such as, “Mom.” Those in the vicinity probably prefer the angry silence. The yelling is expressed through something like, “I am so angry, I cannot deal with this, whatever.” The result is that no one is happy. The situation can often occur while talking to yourself on the way home after a bad day at work.

• I will fill the air with this throwaway word. Words that fill the air with no content are numerous, and we probably don’t hear them because they don’t mean anything. Think of the word “like” or the phrases “to be honest with you” or “to make a long story short” or “at the end of the day.” All of the fillers really don’t mean anything. The “whatever” word is even less helpful, but it does fill the airspace for a few seconds. Silence can be a better response at work than saying “whatever,” which can label you as a slacker. In fact, not saying anything is a choice; silence is not “whatever.”

• I am a victim. It’s a common usage and also conveys, “I am helpless in this situation.” Yes, we can all be victims of some of the world’s injustices and cruelties and give up by saying “whatever.” We are not helpless, but saying the word “whatever” makes us so. Victim or not, saying “whatever” will keep you in the victim box. Those with the victim mentality don’t get promoted.

• I hate you. This definition doesn’t require much of an explanation. When this is the use case, the word is articulated like a snarl or a spit. Depending on the situation, “whatever” can used as the middle finger to convey your feelings. “Whatever” can be an orthogonal means to express the sentiment of hate or disgust. Life is too short; work is not that important to harbor hatred, no matter how justified.

• That’s good enough. As an amateur carpenter, I can attest that I have used this definition. If the boards don’t line up, no one will ever notice I am thinking, “whatever.” The problem is, someone will notice. A “good enough” attitude will show up in the next performance review. Consider all the problems that could be corrected if the “that’s good enough, whatever” approach didn’t exist.

• I am in the hands of destiny. “Whatever” could also be your personal religious belief. One can go into a fatalistic zone and believe “I will accept whatever comes before me and accept whatever destiny presents.” Choosing destiny is not a good strategy at work.

• I’m not going to challenge what you say, but I’m not necessarily going to agree to it. You are wrong, but I don’t feel like fighting with you right now. This definition can come in handy both at work or at home, but it only delays the inevitable disagreement. The word can also be used in this form to keep your job rather than create a problem.

• I am afraid. Sometimes courage is required to make a decision, even a small one. Saying “whatever” just makes a de facto decision or delays it. Better to make the decision and deal with the fear. Some big decisions can produce a sense of fear, but the small, everyday ones should not. Courageous decisions are the best at building teams at work.

• Resignation. This definition might be the most dangerous and disappointing. The resigned mentality is often expressed as, “It is what it is, I give up.” This phrase is just another way to say “whatever” with a big sigh of defeat. Maybe it isn’t what it is. Maybe you can make a decision to not resign yourself to the situation and change it instead. Resignation in the form of giving up with a “whatever” does not usually lead to a favorable outcome. We can do better.

• I agree. What the hell, may as well go along with this. Apathy reigns, so let’s go along and see what happens. This definition conveys “that’s good enough,” with a smile and an OK. Similar to resignation with a slightly more positive twist. Let’s hope the agreement leads somewhere good.

• Of all the options presented, none are good, but I know you need my input, so I will make you suffer with my ambivalence. This form of paralysis happens in an organization when management depends on input and there is none. Employee surveys are often completed with a “whatever” attitude. The word can lead to decision paralysis in an entire organization. No one knows what to do, so everyone guesses. Whatever?!

• Whatnot. May be the most benign meaning of “whatever,” but annoying none the less. The usage is still a lazy way to avoid talking about the details that may be important. As in, “The break room will be stocked with red licorice, power bars, soda, or whatever.” Or, “You can stay or leave or whatever.” The details could be important if I am allergic to peanut-filled power bars. Although benign, it’s good to know the details rather than an ambiguous detail.

• My self-worth sucks. I don’t believe my voice should be heard, because I don’t really belong here. This usage is often related to the imposter syndrome, meaning, “I am a fraud even though I am qualified to give an opinion. . . .”

• No matter the cost or consequence. A positive definition finally. I will do whatever it takes to win, to seek justice, to avoid disaster, to make you love me . . . you get the idea. A “whatever it takes” attitude is what will accomplish great things. People who use the word in this way are the ones we want as leaders and as partners. Exercising this version of “whatever” in this context will get you promoted and known as the person who gets things done.


PERSPECTIVES ON WHATEVER

MARK FARRELL

former mayor of San Francisco, investor, coach, community leader


Mark Farrell looked at his time that he knew he would serve as mayor of San Francisco and worked backward from there. He set goals for what he knew he could accomplish in that time and put systems in place to reach those goals. He accomplished much in what some consider to be a city that is ungovernable.



“When you work in government one of the first things you notice about those around you is that they think they will outlast you. Instead of saying ‘I will give him all of my support,’ the thinking is, ‘Like the others, he will come and go, and I will still be here.’ It amounts to a big ‘whatever.’ So I did the same thing. My attitude was, ‘I am only going to be in office for a short time so I am going to do all I can right now.’ I went full bore against the ‘whatever.’

“Sometimes I had to do workarounds because of that attitude, but my focus was on getting things done rather than running for the next office. It worked.”

Mark went on, “Within government, it’s easy to create delays. There is always a need for more data. There is always a need to talk to more people. None of that helps things get done. All the delays are like ‘whatevers,’ because there is no consequence to the delay. Sometimes I equated being mayor to managing a cemetery: there are a lot of people under you but no one listens. By making decisions, I eliminated the delays and things started getting done.

“Just the idea of becoming mayor involved hundreds of little decisions about whether or not I even wanted the job. The answers to the small decisions added up to a ‘Yes, I want the job and I know I can make a difference.’

“During my tenure I was able to get people to pay attention to the importance of small decisions because it showed they cared about the outcome of these decisions. It was a breakthrough.”



WHATEVER WISDOM


Every time someone says “whatever,” it’s like an opportunity was missed. An angel sheds a tear.
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