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Work is getting whipsawed. Teams are geographically 
distributed, digital strategies are shattering organizational 
hierarchies, competition is multi-directional, and digital 
natives are overturning long-time company norms. Modern 
work needs new masters to rise up and lead.

Done Right pulls from over thirty original interviews with 
experienced leaders across a variety of industries to show 
how tomorrow’s leaders can e�ectively navigate the modern 
workforce. It explores how to:

•   Motivate your team to achieve the work you lead
•   Determine the best next step for every situation
•   Learn where to focus your time and attention

In addition, Done Right provides practical exercises so you 
can immediately make this knowledge actionable.
The most valuable skill in the future is the ability to get stu� 
done. What are you waiting for? Get it done — right.

Alex Shootman is president and CEO at 
Workfront, the first modern work 
management application platform that 
connects enterprise work, collaboration, 
and digital content into an operational 
system of record (OSR).

ALEX SHOOTMAN
CEO of

How Tomorrow’s Top
Leaders Get Work Done
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“No matter what anybody tells you,  

words and ideas can change the world.”  

—ROBIN WILLIAMS, AS MR. KEATING IN DEAD POET’S SOCIETY

1
Make Work Matter 

“We choose to go to the moon in this decade and do the other 
things, not because they are easy, but because they are hard,” 

President John F. Kennedy said in the late summer of 1962.1 History 
remembers the eloquence and high ideals of his moon-shot speech. Yet, 
what echoes through the decades is just a fragment of what the presi-
dent told the assembled crowd at Rice University in Texas that day. For 
sure, he raised the nation’s eyes to the heavens. And he acknowledged 
that America was trailing in the space race after cosmonaut Yuri Gagarin’s 
first orbital flight a year before. But less famously, JFK broke down the 
grandeur of the endeavor in ways everyone could understand. The cost 
of a moon-shot? “Less than we pay for cigarettes and cigars every year,” 
said the president. He also put the cost at no more than “fifty cents a 
week for every man, woman, and child in the United States.” 
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No one listening doubted the technological ambition of the proj-
ect. But after the speech they could also see, perhaps for the first time, 
that the vision was viable. They could get a human on the moon for 
just fifty cents a week.

You’re unlikely to hear cosmic ambition in most boardrooms, 
offices, or on conference calls. But the leaders who are best able to 
persuade and motivate others turn grand visions into realities, just as 
JFK did. Great leaders persuade everyone embarking on a journey 
to believe they can reach the end, however uncomfortable the path 
ahead. Some develop this skill through experience; a few are born with 
a gift for visionary thinking and language. I believe everyone can and 
must learn how to make work matter. 

Unfortunately, as Harvard professor Teresa Amabile shows, too 
many workers today are “quietly disengaged from what they do, and 
their performance is suffering as a result.”2 Such workers don’t think 
they’re making progress. This employee dissatisfaction leads to slower 
revenue growth and lower profitability compared to businesses where 
employees feel fully engaged. Amabile puts the cost to the US econ-
omy at a staggering $300 billion per year. That’s more than half of 
the nation’s annual investment in research and development.3 As she 
says, “It doesn’t have to be this way. Work should ennoble, not kill, the 
human spirit.”

This chapter illustrates how you can do just that — ennoble the 
human spirit. We’ll show why it’s critical to start with outlook; then we’ll 
outline how to master motivation and vision. From there we’ll look at 
why pride matters more than money, and why meaningful work mat-
ters more than return on investment. Finally, we’ll look at how mun-
dane tasks can carry a clearer sense of purpose.
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START WITH OUTLOOK

There are two worldviews in leadership. Some leaders believe people 
go to work with the intent to do their best. Other leaders take the 
view that people’s prevailing instinct is to shirk. The first leadership 
outlook creates a culture of trust, collaboration, and innovation. The 
second creates a workplace where everyone looks over their shoulder 
and refuses to try new things for fear of failing. 

Your leadership outlook will shape the climate and culture of your 
business. It will also help answer the questions that everyone cares 
about. As the author Jay Baer said in our interview, “Workers are 
always going to wonder why they’re there, how they fit in, if they’re 
being treated fairly, and how they can advance themselves. Those are 
really the only questions that matter.” 

It’s the difference between action and purposeful action. When 
people don’t believe they’re valued or that there’s value in their work, 
they dream of being somewhere else — frankly, anywhere else. 

If you’re absolutely convinced that people come to work with the 
intent to just get by, you might want to put this book down now. The 
next nine chapters will really frustrate you. I believe people are gener-
ally good and want to do great work — work that matters. And making 
work matter is too important to leave to chance. It’s why if you want to 
be a master of modern work, you have to master motivation and vision.

MASTER MOTIVATION AND VISION

Motivation
If you lead any type of work, you’re accountable to motivate others 

to do that work well. For any of us to have a chance at being extraordi-
narily motivated, to really be driven by passion, we have to be able to 
answer these three basic questions: 
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1. Do you know your role?
2. Do you believe your role matters?
3. Do you have a chance to be proud of your work?

If you and your team members aren’t able to answer these ques-
tions well, you haven’t yet created an environment where people see 
that their work matters. It is up to you, as the leader, to get these 
questions answered in such a way that people are intrinsically moti-
vated. Much of this book is dedicated to helping you answer these 
three questions for the folks you lead. 

Human nature dictates we thrive when we feel we’re making the 
best of our unique attributes as part of a team. Motivation hinges on 
being proud of your team’s collective work. Only then can you can 
actually reach your goals.

To this end, reflect upon a time in which you could answer these 
three questions well. What were the conditions that existed? Did your 
team also know their role within the organization? Did you all play to 
your strengths? If you recall, it all started with everyone knowing where 
they were going. It all started with a shared and well-understood vision. 

Vision
Vision gives everyone a clear and compelling answer to the ques-

tion: “Why am I working here?” It’s rooted in four elements. The vision:

1. Is focused on authenticity and hope.
2. Points beyond the leader.
3. Is extraordinary but attainable.
4. Is easily communicated.

What you see here is a healthy mix of optimism and pragmatism 
— and you need both. Let’s compare two vision statements. First, 
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Hilton Hotel’s long-held vision, which has been “to fill the earth with 
the light and warmth of hospitality.” This vision is certainly hopeful, 
points beyond the leader, and is easy to articulate. But is it attainable? 
Scratch at the sentiment, and it’s unclear if anyone would know when 
this vision has been achieved. That might not matter to those employ-
ees who seek an optimistic purpose, but it might not chime with more 
practically-minded employees. Now, look at Nick Swinmurn’s found-
ing vision for his company, Zappos. Swinmurn didn’t want to save the 
world; he wanted to build an enduring clothing and shoe business 
online: 

One day, 30 percent of all retail transactions in the US will be 
online. People will buy from the company with the best service 
and the best selection. Zappos.com will be that online store.

Again, the vision was simply expressed, hopeful, and looked 
beyond the founder — indeed, Swinmurn left the business in 2006. As 
ecommerce accounts for only about 9 percent of transactions in the 
US, it was also an extraordinary future goal.4 The Zappos vision was 
about prospering in a growing market — and spelled out the way that 
would happen. They would win by offering the best service and best 
selection. Everyone in the business could take a cue from the vision 
and apply it to their own work. 

In a perfect world, you would create a vision that was somewhere 
between Hilton’s ambition and Swinmurn’s ground-level approach. 
There are dreamers and realists in every business, and you need a 
vision that speaks to both. Ask yourself one question: What keeps your 
best individuals and best teams in your business? Your answer will lead 
you to clearly articulate your vision, which will in turn inspire your team 
members to make work matter. Vision is not just for a company; it is 
also needed for anything that people spend time trying to accomplish. 
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PRIDE MATTERS MORE THAN MONEY

At this point you may have questions — maybe even a hint of doubt. 
Perhaps you’re thinking, “These are fine words about motivation and 
vision, Alex, but surely people make choices about where they work 
based on what they’re paid?”

McKinsey researcher Jon R. Katzenbach makes a compelling case 
that “pride matters more than money.”5 By studying organizations such 
as the US Marine Corps, Katzenbach shows that when people learn 
they’re capable of much more than they thought possible, anticipatory 
pride becomes their driving motivational force. He traces pride as a 
motivating force back to childhood — that early instinct we have as 
children to make our parents or caregivers proud of our achievements. 
We want to see them glow when we win that race or come home 
with good grades on our report card. According to Katzenbach, that 
instinct endures but evolves as we move into our professional lives. We 
want to feel pride in our accomplishments and shared success with our 
colleagues. We want to feel proud of the organization we’re working 
for. If you’re banking on plump paychecks alone to motivate your team 
and organization, think again.

Your other question at this point might be about value. Perhaps 
you’re thinking, “What’s the commercial benefit of giving work mean-
ing?” Some people believe that if you can’t measure it, it doesn’t exist. 
By that standard, you’d never worry about something as intangible as 
vision. But ask Alan Lepofsky at Constellation Research and he’ll show 
why that way of thinking is shortsighted. Alan has close to two decades 
of experience in the collaboration software industry, and his specialist 
research area is the future of work. When it comes to seeing funda-
mental value in a business, he looks for qualities that worked in the 
past that have been neglected in recent times. “Management needs 
to rekindle the spirit of great places to work,” Alan says. “We need to 



MAKE WORK MATTER

7

convince executives that return on investment isn’t the main measure-
ment of the success of a project but, instead, employee satisfaction. 
When you have dedicated, loyal, loving employees, they will do more 
for your company than you could ever measure, as opposed to the last 
decade of whoever writes me the biggest check, I’ll leave. That has to 
end.” 

Now let’s be clear. This isn’t about altruism. This is about making 
more money. Both Jon and Alan argue that you don’t make a great 
business by simply paying people more. You will count the benefit of 
making work matter on the bottom line — thanks to the caliber of the 
people you recruit and retain, their high productivity, and the quality 
of work they do.

MAKE UNGLAMOROUS TASKS MATTER

The final stop on our search for meaningful work is understanding 
whether the mundane can feel like it matters. If you’re saving lives, 
species, or the planet, it’s not hard to see meaning in what you do. 
But some tasks suck; let’s be honest. These are the tasks that seri-
ously challenge motivation and vision. They’re the moments when 
your team’s instinct is to ask, “Why on earth am I doing this?” If you 
can’t give them compelling answers, their morale sags and productiv-
ity ebbs away. But just think of the athletes sweating it out in the gym 
or training field for hours each day, or the movie stars memorizing their 
lines and floor marks, or even the Apollo astronauts who went back to 
school to brush up their calculus, algebra, and geology before reach-
ing the moon.6 Great athletes, actors, and astronauts find a way to give 
their best to the banal. 

In the world of business, these tedious-but-necessary tasks most 
often take the form of paperwork and administrative duties. How can 
leaders make unglamorous tasks like these matter — or at least suck a 
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little less? The answer lies in one of the unsung attributes of any moti-
vated organization: transparency. Companies like Zappos have made 
transparency a core value of their organization.7 To make unglamorous 
work matter, the challenge is to be transparent about what’s being 
done, by whom, and why. This happens in five key areas.

1. Vision Transparency
To start, the vision of your organization must be transparent: clear, 

consistent, and well understood inside and outside the business. And, 
as author and consultant Simon Sinek has explained, the best visions 
start with clarity about why you’re doing what you’re doing, not just 
what you’re doing or how.8 

“If you hire people just because they can do a job, they’ll work for 
your money,” Sinek says. “But if you hire people who believe what you 
believe, they’ll work for you with blood and sweat and tears.” That’s 
the level of commitment you’re aiming for.

2. Objective Transparency
If colleagues don’t know what they’re trying to achieve, how will 

they know if they’re succeeding? And if they can’t define what success 
looks like, motivation will be elusive. The way to prevent colleagues 
from falling into a spiral of self-questioning doubt about whether 
they’re doing the right thing is to be absolutely clear about what the 
right thing is. “My role can’t matter if I don’t know the objective.”

3. Team Transparency
Similarly, team activity needs to be transparent. Colleagues have 

no need to wonder if everyone is working as hard as them or fielding 
the same burden of tedious-but-necessary tasks if they can see what 
everyone is doing and their own work is equally open to scrutiny. “I 
can’t know my role if I don’t know what others are doing as well.”



MAKE WORK MATTER

9

4. Task Transparency
If folks don’t see the point of what they’re doing and how it fits a 

wider pattern of tasks, they’ll always struggle to feel motivated. This 
might sound simple, but for the last five years running, Workfront’s 
own research has shown that too much of the work week is soaked 
up with “shadow work” — tasks that seem to bear no relation to what 
you were hired to do. Just 40 percent of employees’ time is spent on 
their primary duties, while interruptions, unproductive meetings, and 
administrative tasks eat up more than 27 percent.9 Task transparency 
means clarity of expectations and requirements for each activity. “It is 
impossible for me to be proud of my work unless I can actually see it 
getting done.”

5. Customer Transparency
Vision, objective, team, and task transparency combine to create 

accountability as well as a sense of purposeful action in the workplace. 
But work is given greater meaning when it is understood in the context 
of the final beneficiaries — how customers feel about the final product 
or service. Are they delighted or disappointed? Accountable transpar-
ency means understanding how your work contributes to customer 
satisfaction, feedback, and retention. 

Now you may be thinking, “Nice idea, but no one is entirely trans-
parent with customers about how a project or order is going until it’s 
done.” Well, talk to Dave Randall at Atlas Copco, the global industrial 
tools and equipment business. After seeing the benefit of giving more 
internal teams live access to the status of work in progress, Randall’s 
team opened up that same insight to his customers. “I’m convinced 
that the more transparent we become with customers, the more infor-
mation we give them — good or bad — the more trust we will build,” 
says Dave. That’s a principle worth following.
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FINALLY, EMBRACE THE SUCK

There’s a final essential ingredient in this recipe: honest communica-
tion. JFK didn’t hide that America was behind in the space race, nor did 
he hide the technological challenges or the cost of putting people on 
the moon. Transparency helps us see where we fit and where our tasks 
fit within a broader pattern of work. The most tedious task becomes 
more meaningful, but it still may really suck to wade through it. 

The slang term from the military, “embrace the suck,” means to 
consciously accept or appreciate something that is extremely unpleas-
ant but unavoidable. As a leader, be honest. Yes, the task is dull, but it 
needs to be done for all the reasons colleagues can now see. The job 
of the leader isn’t to misrepresent or oversell. You’ll win more respect 
by being open and realistic while painting the broader picture of what’s 
at stake. 

Creating a culture of transparency that helps to make work mean-
ingful requires work tools geared for clarity and accountability. Tasks 
must be defined, progress must be tracked, team activity must be 
accessible, the end goal must be clear, and customer feedback must 
be open to scrutiny. Rather than spreading this information across dif-
ferent documents, formats, and platforms, gather it all in one place — 
an operational system of record, for example — and not only will those 
tedious-but-necessary tasks suck less, your team will also find greater 
meaning, motivation, and productivity in their daily work.10

That’s your opening play as a leader, whatever your field of 
endeavor. You’ve got to make work matter. And if you’re the leader 
of the work, only you can give it meaning. Irrespective of how big or 
small the task, keep in mind that “where there is no vision, the people 
perish.”11 It’s old advice — more than 2,000 years old — but it holds 
true. Everything that follows in this book — from goal-setting, plan-
ning, building momentum, through to dealing with adversity — needs 
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to be built on the bedrock of meaningful work. Whoever you are, what-
ever you’re working on, you always need to believe — and help others 
believe — that your work matters.



1
EXERCISE

Vision Statement
Compose a vision statement to bring meaning to your work

Does your team know the “why” behind their work? Do they believe that it matters? Use this worksheet to 
evaluate an existing vision statement or to write a new one.

STEP 1: WRITE YOUR VISION STATEMENT HERE, OR COMPOSE A NEW ONE. 

STEP 2: TEST YOUR VISION STATEMENT. 
Evaluate your vision against the elements of organizational belief outlined in the chapter. Answer each question 
below using a 1-5 scale.

1= not at all, 2= maybe a little, 3= neutral/not sure, 4= probably/likely, 5= definitely

HOPEFUL 1-5
Does your vision statement reflect your hope for the future?

Is it optimistic enough to appeal to the dreamers in your organization?

Is it pragmatic enough to appeal to the realists in your organization?

Total your points and divide them by 3. Record the average here:

POINTS BEYOND THE LEADER 1-5
How strongly does the vision apply to each of these groups?

 Team

 Organization/Company

 Community

 World

Total your points and divide them by 5. Record the average here:
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EXTRAORDINARY 1-5
Does your vision statement “shoot for the moon”—stretching beyond your team’s comfort zone?

ATTAINABLE 1-5
Do you believe this can be done?

Do you have time on your side to execute it?

Do you have money on your side to execute it?

Do you have skills on your side to execute it?

Have you or anyone else accomplished something like this before?

Total your points and divide them by 5. Record the average here:

CLEARLY COMMUNICATED 1-5
Does your vision statement engage people emotionally?

Does it engage people logically?

Can each individual see how it applies to them and their role?

Is your vision statement posted or shared in an accessible space?

Do you refer to your vision statement often—verbally and otherwise?

Total your points and divide them by 5. Record the average here:

STEP 3: PLOT YOUR POINTS
Take your score or averaged score from each category, and plot 
it on the corresponding spoke on the radar chart below. Draw 
a circle through each plotted point to reveal the shape of your 
vision statement.  

If your plot looks like the irregular circle in the middle, identify the 
attributes you need to focus more attention on to snap your vision 
into shape.  

STEP 4: REVISE AND REFINE
Repeat steps 1-3 until your vision resembles the outer circle—
achieving that perfect mix of optimism and pragmatism that 
leads to extraordinary results.
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