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Surprise!
Multitasking Decreases Productivity

In our desire to get more done, it seems like everyone, 
everywhere, is purporting to be a master of multitasking. The 
science proves this is not the case, however, with only 2% of us 
actually being good at it. As for the remaining 98% of people, 

multitasking can do more harm than good. We feel like we’re 
accomplishing more when, in fact, studies suggest that trying to focus 
on more than one thing causes a 40% drop in productivity and even 
a 10% drop in IQ. Shockingly, those drops in IQ are equivalent to 
missing a night of sleep, according to studies conducted by Joshua 
Rubinstein, Je� rey Evans and David Meyer.

In this issue we take a look at what multitasking is, how the brain 
responds to more than one activity (whether we are dual-tasking or 
task-switching), and the impact of multitasking on our ability to focus 
and get work done.

Once again mental health has found a place on our pages. More 
days of lost work are caused by mental illness than any other 
chronic conditions such as diabetes, asthma and arthritis. Today’s 
organizations have become increasingly aware of the importance 
of mental health services and are fi nding ways to formalize and 
integrate a mental health component within their existing wellness 
programs. Your Workplace interviewed The Royal Canadian Mint 
to learn how they normalized conversations about mental health in 
their workplace.

We delve into the holiday season festivities at work, exploring what 
some workplaces plan to do to celebrate, and we look at whether 
cannabis will occupy the same space as alcohol both in terms of 
recreation and workplace policy. Our experts examine performance 
reviews, negativity bias, and workplace wellness, and we share the 
top fi ve steps to keep your sanity and stay emotionally healthy this 
holiday season. We speak with Dr. Jamie Gruman on how to decrease 
workplace stress. Plus we share how people are wearing pyjamas to 
work —  although we don’t think you should too. 

And of course we also invite you to peruse the usual expert 
commentaries, company profi le, healthy recipe (how nootropics 
optimize cognitive health and function — check it out), and book 
reviews.    

Enjoy this issue, and don’t forget we love your feedback. If 
you have a great idea you want to share — or a beef you want to 
vent — give us a shout at editorial@yourworkplace.ca.

Happy working, happy reading, and from all of us at Team 
YW — make work better!  

®

UPFRONT
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 one are the executive corner offices of 
yesteryear. Gone, too, are the open-concept 
floor plans of the recent past. This is now the 
era of couches, cafés and quiet zones. The 
corporate workspace, as we know it, is in the 
midst of a design overhaul. 

Workers, across the board, are desperately 
disengaged from their work. According to 
Gallup’s 2017 “State of the Global Workplace” 
report, as many as 85% of your staff are likely 
to have tuned out. So businesses in Canada are 
rapidly embracing radical new interior design 
philosophies to try to reverse the tide, to re-
engage employees, increase productivity and 
enhance workplace satisfaction.

In the past, corporations took for granted 
that employees had to come into the office had to come into the office had
every day. But that’s changed now. Increasingly, 
employees have begun to work from home, 
some or all of the time. 

Forty or so years ago, office layouts were 
incredibly hierarchical. That’s just the way it 
was done. Bosses occupied windowed anterior 
offices, while the minions were crammed 
into partitioned cubicles in the interior. 
Twenty years later, open-plan became the 
design du jour — down came the partitions, 
and the bosses’ offices suddenly had glass 
internal walls. That design evolution improved 
transparency and openness but also increased 
noise and distraction.

So, now, office design is changing again. 
Caitlin Turner, a Senior Associate and 
Senior Project Interior Designer at the 
design firm HOK in Toronto, says almost 
half of her clients are now moving to “non-
traditional workspaces.” Businesses need 
to encourage workers to return and to 
re-engage with their roles, their colleagues 
and the company.

Employees  
Need 

Employees  
Need 

Employees  

Boundaries, 
not Walls

Two organizations innovating workspace 
design discuss the new trends that are 

improving the open-plan office 
B Y  S A M  B O Y E R
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The new ideal is for an “activity-based 
work” set-up — where personal offices 
and cubicles are gone and even the 
size of desks are reduced, to free up 
more room for shared spaces that suit 
various workplace activities and inspire 
more impromptu connections between 
colleagues.

“We try to take as many clients as 
possible to that level, because of the 
benefits of engagement,” Turner says. 

“Traditionally, you sat in the same seat 
all day long and it was very monotonous. 
What activity-based work allows you to 
do is pick the setting for your work. So, 
if you’re doing head-down document 
work, you maybe want to go to the quiet 
zone; if you’re doing more collaborative 
project team work, you may want to take 
over a room for a few days.

“People often think that this is about 
money, that they’re just crowding us 
all in here [into fewer desks]. But … 
this isn’t about that. It’s about how 
your workers interact with each other. 
We don’t want people to be isolated 
anymore — we want them to connect. 
For people to connect they have to be 
able to see each other and run into each 
other.”

Recent research from the Brookings 
Institution think tank found that 
architects have shifted “away from 
‘style’ and more toward embracing core 
values aimed to help people flourish,” 
Brookings authors Julie Wagner and 

Dan Watch state in their 2017 report 
“Innovation Spaces: The New Design of 
Work.” 

“Increasingly, architects and 
designers are tasked to redesign spaces 
to … ‘create communities,’ ‘facilitate 
collaboration’ and ‘create serendipitous 
encounters.’” 

Collaboration is the name of the 
game to tap into employee innovation, 
the researchers say. 

“Many innovation spaces are creating 
a home-like atmosphere by placing 
even greater emphasis on kitchens and 
living rooms … Research conducted 
at the Google office in Zurich [for 
example] found relaxation ‘to be crucial 
to innovation and stimulating original 
thought.’”

But the mere addition of couches 
and cafés isn’t the fix-all for fostering 
cross-team collaboration and 
innovation. Your workers need to enjoy 
the space they work in if you want 
them to perform. In a 2018 article in 
the Harvard Business Review, “How Harvard Business Review, “How Harvard Business Review
to Make Sure People Won’t Hate Your 
New Open Office Plan,” researchers 
Brandi Pearce from UC Berkeley and 
Pamela Hinds from Stanford University 

HOK Toronto front reception area. 
Common seating and large harvest 
table for informal meetings.

The interconnecting stair at CISCO connects 
common cafés throughout the office. Each 
floor is designed differently to encourage 
staff to experience the space.

Daylight and views can be accessed by all at HOK by keeping built space near 
the core and a pathway and collaboration areas near the window.

Businesses 
need to 

encourage 
workers to 
return and 

to re-engage 
with their 

roles, their 
colleagues and 

the company.

Re: Employees Need Boundaries 
not Walls (Vol. 20, Issue 4)

This article was very interesting 
to read because I work in a 
manufacturing site which is 
very different than an office 
environment. We have not made 
any changes to our workspace 
design and sometimes I wonder 
if we could experience better 
efficiencies if we shifted things 
around. Have you done any articles 
about more industrial spaces? In 
the meantime you have given me 
some ideas to think about. Thanks.
W. J. HARLEY

For culture transformation to be 
effective, you must begin the change 
journey by defining the desired 
destination. Start by identifying what 
leaders want their firm to be known for 
by targeted customers in the future. This 
means that internal culture starts with 
a firm brand identity that goes beyond 
generic noble values.

In 2015, The New York Times wrote 
a scathing piece on the dysfunctions of 
the culture of Amazon that garnered 
a lot of attention. The article “Inside 
Amazon: Wrestling Big Ideas in a Bruising 
Workplace” cited employee abuses, which 
are obviously wrong in any setting, but 
then went on to criticize the culture as 
demanding, rigorous and driven. 

When I teach any group and ask “Who 
has purchased from Amazon?” nearly 
everyone raises their hand. Many have 
even committed to Amazon Prime. Then, 
when I probe “Why?” the answers are 
consistent: easy to work with, accessible 
from anywhere, predictable delivery 
within a short time frame, low cost, and so 
forth. I then ask, if these are the reasons 
you (and millions of other customers) 
choose Amazon, what does Amazon have 
to do inside to realize these customer 
values? Quickly, participants realize that 
to meet their expectations, Amazon 
requires a culture of discipline, rigour, 
standardization and precision. Customers 
want Amazon to be predictable, so they 
need a culture consistent with those 
promises. Amazon has the right culture for 
their customers.

Likewise, Marriott’s commitment to 
customer service comes from an internal 
culture of high employee service. Disney’s 
theme park culture of guest experience 
requires an internal culture of employee 
experience. Apple’s public commitment 
to innovation draws on an internal culture 
of employee experimentation. Walmart’s 
“always low prices” identity leads to a 
culture of cost consciousness in all aspects 
of work. 

A company I once worked with was 
doing an acquisition. They wanted to 
examine the potential acquisition’s culture 
and so looked up their scores on Glassdoor 
(a website which allows employees to 

anonymously rate their employers). Using 
this outside view of reputation, they found 
a large gap between their scores and the 
scores of the potential acquisition. This 
led to a forthright discussion about culture 
that changed the purchase price.

Culture matters, but the right culture 
matters more. Generic values (like 
integrity, trust and transparency) obviously 
are important, but the real differentiating 
values that set an organization apart turn 
customer promises into tailored internal 
cultural norms. The right culture turns a 
firm’s external brand into a set of internal 
thoughts and actions. 

The right transformation journey should 
begin with what the firm wants to be 
known for by key customers in the future. 
Starting with customer promises and a 
firm brand provides a clear direction for 
the journey. Culture can then be measured 
against this desired destination, not just in 
terms of how employees behave but how 
customers behave relative to the brand 
promises. 

Leaders can work with marketing and 
advertising professionals to firm up their 
brand and then collaborate with HR to 
turn this external identity into a set of 
organizational policies and employee 
practices. 

The following diagram outlines this 
logic:

CUSTOMER

EMPLOYEE

Product Brand
Firm Brand

Organizational Culture
Leadership Brand
Employee Brand

With this alignment, employees are 
connected to customers and customer 
promises to employee expectations. 

Hopefully, any future culture journey 
you embark on will have a direction based 
on brand values, as these journeys will be 
more likely to deliver and endure over 
time. 

THEEXPERTSEXPERTS

While in Europe a 
few years ago I 
asked a group of asked a group of 
business leaders if business leaders if 
they had the right they had the right 
culture. Someone culture. Someone 

laughingly responded that their laughingly responded that their laughingly responded that their 
company had purchased tickets to company had purchased tickets to company had purchased tickets to 
the opera. Today, the issue of culture the opera. Today, the issue of culture the opera. Today, the issue of culture 
is no longer a joke or afterthought; is no longer a joke or afterthought; is no longer a joke or afterthought; 
it is central to business success. it is central to business success. it is central to business success. 
Many companies have begun Many companies have begun Many companies have begun Many companies have begun 
cultural transformation journeys. 
Unfortunately, most of these Unfortunately, most of these 
transformations begin with fanfare transformations begin with fanfare 
and promises but then fizzle to a and promises but then fizzle to a 
disappointing end. They start with a disappointing end. They start with a 
declaration that culture matters but end declaration that culture matters but end 
up stuck in a cul-de-sac without a clear up stuck in a cul-de-sac without a clear 
definition of the intended destination. definition of the intended destination. 
Too often, culture is about the past and Too often, culture is about the past and 
not the future — and about generic, not and about generic, not 
tailored, values. 

»  B Y D AV E U L R I C H ,  P H D

The secret to success lies in how 
you define your destination

Is Your Culture Is Your Culture 
Transformation Transformation 
Journey Going Journey Going Journey Going Journey Going 
Nowhere Fast? Nowhere Fast? Nowhere Fast? Nowhere Fast? 
Journey Going 
Nowhere Fast? 
Journey Going Journey Going 
Nowhere Fast? 
Journey Going Journey Going 
Nowhere Fast? 
Journey Going Journey Going 
Nowhere Fast? 
Journey Going 

David (Dave) O. Ulrich, PhD, is Rensis 
Likert Collegiate Professor of Business 
Administration and Director, Human Resource 
Executive Program, University of Michigan. 
He is also a Partner in the RBL Group.
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Starting with 
customer promises 
and a firm brand 
provides a clear 
direction for the 
journey. Culture can 
then be measured 
against this desired 
destination …
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I always love to read the work 
of David Ulrich. He can write in 
a really academic and technical 
manner. I quickly get what he is 
talking about and it resonates 
with me. So I was pumped to 
see the article, Is Your Culture 
Transformation Journey Going 
Nowhere Fast? (Vol. 20, Issue 5). I 
liked how he talked about the use 
of Glassdoor to help assess the 
culture of two merging companies, 
and he went as far as to state that 
the gap between the two ratings 
caused by a change in purchase 
price. What a big statement, and 
proof, actually, that culture is 
having a big impact on the bottom 
line. I also like his diagram and 
how he makes the connection 
between employees and the 
customer. All around a great 
article. Keep encouraging him to 
write. His words are making an 
impact.  

R. MEAGHER 
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Performance 
Reviews Are 

Dead 
Is there any way to revive performance reviews 

and bring them into the 21st century?

» B Y C R A I G  D O W D E N ,  P H D

There are very few organizational 
activities that draw equal discomfort 
from managers and employees alike. 
Annual Performance Reviews (APRs) 
continue to be a challenging process 
for both parties. This process, o� en 

dreaded and dismissed as pointless, involves an employee 
sitting down with his or her supervisor or line manager to 
review their performance before being “rated.” The process 
is abhorred for a variety of reasons, including a view that the 
feedback is untimely and that there is no mechanism — or 
e� ort — year-on-year to act on anything in the review.



The Cornerstone OnDemand/Harris 2012 
U.S. Employee Report showcased some 
startling and troubling fi ndings:

• 55% report that their APR is not a fair 
and accurate representation of their 
performance.

• Approximately two-thirds (67%) indicate 
that there was surprising feedback in 
their review, which goes against all best 
practices.

• Sadly, three-quarters of employees 
mention that they are not given any 
specifi c behavioural examples to support 
the feedback delivered.

Not surprisingly, considerable voices 
have joined the chorus to disband these 
unhelpful annual traditions. So what can 
we do di� erently?

An interesting and powerful 
idea, introduced by Dan Pink in his 
internationally best-selling book Drive, 
is to consider inviting your employees 
to take the reins and conduct their own 
Do-It-Yourself (DIY) performance review, 
preferably on a monthly basis. 

This more frequent and employee-led 
approach is valuable on multiple levels, 
allowing feedback to:

• become less threatening through 
familiarity

• provide opportunity for real-time 
change and improvement

• become a part of your culture rather 
than an annual or semiannual event

Perhaps the most important and 
distinct advantage is that it invites your 
employees to bring up their areas of 
challenge taking the burden o�  of you, as 
the leader. In addition, it can even shed 
light on unexpected issues.

For instance, say you are preparing for 
a performance review with an employee 
and have a list of points to cover. 
Although a lot of it is positive, you feel 
some items are going to be challenging 
to deliver. Now, instead of delving 
into your list right away, turn to your 
employee and say, “I’d love to hear your 
thoughts. Where do you think things 

are going well? What opportunities do 
you feel exist where you might be able to 
improve?”

In answering, the team member may 
well address many of the items on your list, 
including some things you may not have 
considered. It is an excellent opportunity 
to identify hidden strengths while also 
raising your attention to areas of struggle 
that you may not have been aware of.

In addition, it takes advantage of the 
reciprocity principle. By a� ording your 
employees the opportunity to take the lead 
on cra� ing their own performance review, 
you maximize the chances that they will 
be open to, and interested in, hearing your 
comments and observations when the 
time comes. 

This approach also provides a valuable 
opportunity for you to ascertain their 
levels of self-awareness. If an employee’s 
performance is low or lacking, you may 
want to monitor him or her more closely 
and coach around any blind spots you 
observe.

Some of the largest global organizations 
are in the midst of getting rid of annual 
or semi-annual performance reviews and 
are instead making them an ongoing, 
embedded part of company culture.

In 2016, for example, Adobe surveyed 
1,500 o�  ce workers in the U.S. and 
found that 88% went through the 
standard performance review process, 
with written reviews, rankings and 
ratings on a regular basis. Managers 
reported spending an average of 17 
hours per employee preparing for a 
performance review, with very little 
perceived return on investment. In fact, 
59% of the survey respondents reported 
that these reviews had no impact on 
how they did their jobs. Instead, the 
process created stress, drove employees 
into needless competition with each 
other and sometimes resulted in tears or 
employees quitting outright.

What workers are looking for, the 
survey asserts, is “a collaborative process 
with regular and qualitative feedback.” 

Thus, Adobe eliminated its annual 
performance review, instead opting for 
what it calls the “Check-In,” a process that 
“focuses on two-way dialogue between 

manager and employee on an ongoing 
basis rather than heavy process and formal 
rankings.”

Since implementing this model, Adobe 
estimates that it has saved more than 
80,000 manager hours per year, which is 
the equivalent of 40 full-time employees. 
With the growth in headcount since that 
time, the company estimates it saves over 
100,000 manager hours per year and is 
now demonstrating higher retention, 
employee engagement and stronger 
performance management.

Change is afoot. Yet we must remember 
that any positive review process must 
include the manager asking his or her 
employee whether they are receiving the 
support they require to successfully fulfi ll 
their role. Management consultant W. 
Edwards Deming pointed out that if you 
only focus on individual performance, 
you turn a blind eye to the systemic 
defi ciencies that may be holding people 
back from doing an excellent job, no 
matter how talented and/or committed 
they are. Make sure you explore this with 
your employees to ensure they, and you, 
get the most out of the experience. Don’t 
fear the feedback. 

This article is based on Craig 
Dowden’s (Ph.D.) forthcoming 
book, Do Good to Lead Well: The 
Science and Practice of Positive 
Leadership. Craig Dowden & 
Associates is a fi rm focused on 
supporting clients in achieving 
leadership and organizational 
excellence by leveraging the 
science of peak performance. 
www.craigdowden.com
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