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Chapter 1

The Gratitude Gap

I

t was 2008, in the midst of the global financial crisis, and
WD-40 Company chief executive Garry Ridge was beginning to worry he might be coming down with something
serious. “As I toured our system, people kept asking me,
‘Garry, how are you?’ I mean over and over. I was in my hotel
room one night and lay there thinking: ‘Is there a rumor I’m
not well?’ ”
Then an aha moment struck the Australian-born executive. “It dawned on me: They weren’t asking how I was; they
were asking how we were. They wanted confirmation that
our company was okay.”
Like in most workplaces at the time, fear was beginning to
consume employees. Ridge told us, “I decided, let’s not waste
a good crisis. Everywhere else our people would go they’d
hear about the horror; when they came to work with us, they
were going to hear about hope.”
That would be a difficult task given the state of the economy, but Ridge greased the skids by communicating with his
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people daily. He put in place a policy of “No lying, no faking, no hiding conversations.” This would be one company, he
said, that would not lay off a single person or give up a single
benefit, and would actually up the investment in employee
learning and development during the downturn.
What’s more, Ridge instructed his managers on how to
lead with gratitude by showing them the benefits of regularly
expressing sincere appreciation to their “tribe.”
Once Ridge made it known that leading with gratitude was something he valued and expected, his leadership
stepped up their own efforts by seizing the day to acknowledge and appreciate employees for living the core values.
A manager might publicly thank Mark for “owning it” by
helping a client understand the myriad uses of a new product. Another might commend Lisa for aiding a teammate
through a challenge, embracing the value of “succeeding as a
tribe.” Managers began thinking of creative ways to help employees understand how they were contributing. The supply
chain leader crafted a presentation that highlighted the vital
ways his people were helping “sustain the company economy,”
another value. Leaders were not only guided to pay attention
to performances that exceeded expectations but also to look
for the most fundamental contributions.
The result: In 2010, the company reported its best financials in its fifty-seven-year history. And the success has kept
rolling. Over the next decade, the company’s market cap has
grown nearly 300 percent, and they have delivered a compounded annual growth rate of total shareholder return of
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15 percent (all of which equates to millions fewer squeaky
door hinges and an equal number of happy teenagers successfully sneaking back in after curfew!). Employee engagement is also off the charts, with 99 percent of tribe members
saying they love to work there.
All that puts WD-40 Company in an elite group of organizations.
Says Ridge, “Gratitude creates feelings of belonging. You
and I have left an organization, even a relationship, because
we didn’t feel like we belonged. If our people know we are
grateful, we are going to create an organization where they
really want to come and give their best.”
this company discovered is the expression
of gratitude for employees’ efforts—when the acknowledgment is authentic, specific, and timely—can be a huge motivation and productivity booster, especially during tough
times. And yet while practicing gratitude is easy, it is one
of the most misunderstood and misapplied tools of management. That’s a shame, because it is also one of the single most
critical skills for managers to master if they want to enhance
their team’s performance and develop their leadership credibility.
We have devoted decades to teaching executives around
the world how to be more effective, and helping them learn
the art of gratitude has been central. We typically are not
brought in to work with bosses who have, shall we say, a
shortcoming when it comes to the social graces. No, most of

W H AT L E A D E R S AT
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these folks are thoughtful and are trying to be good leaders.
In our studies, we’ve also observed thousands of managers
in action and then talked with them about their views on
leadership and how they’re trying to guide and motivate their
people. We’ve found few bosses are intentionally bullying
or negligent when it comes to their people. Most also know
that showing gratitude to their folks is championed as an essential part of good management. And yet again and again
when we talk to their teams, we hear employees say they feel
unappreciated. Some of them claim they actually feel under
assault. What’s the deal?
Our research and that of others shows that there is a staggering gratitude deficit in the work world. In fact, a recent
study found “people are less likely to express gratitude at
work than anyplace else.” Meanwhile, 81 percent of working
adults say they would work harder if their boss were more
grateful for their work, and a whopping 96 percent of men
and 94 percent of women acknowledge that a boss who expresses gratitude is more likely to be successful.
Why is there a chasm between knowing that gratitude
works and the failure of so many leaders to actually practice
it . . . or to do so well?
We call this the gratitude gap, and we decided to delve
into what’s behind it. Why in the world—we wanted to
know—after so much has been written on the importance
of appreciating employees over the years are there still so few
leaders consistently doing it?
It’s even true for star performers, whom you’d think we’d
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all make more of an effort to show our gratitude to. Take
this case, which may be the most glaring example of failing
to show gratitude in the history of management.

An Ingratitude Slam Dunk
In 1998, Jerry Krause, then general manager of the Chicago
Bulls of the National Basketball Association, uttered what
has become one of the most famous quotes in sports history. “Players and coaches don’t win championships,” he said,
“organizations do.” Now, to be fair, Krause did have reason
to strut and preen. His organization had just hauled in its
sixth NBA championship in eight years (which is a ring for
each finger and thumb if you’re Count Rugen in The Princess Bride). As for Krause, he was credited as architect of the
dynasty. But taking the court every night for his organization was arguably the best player ever to lace up high-tops,
Michael Jordan. Alongside him was perhaps the second-best
player of the nineties, Scottie Pippen, who was busting his
butt—night-in, night-out—in the shadow of His Airness.
Not to mention the team had a genius of a coach in Phil
Jackson.
In response to Krause’s statement, Jordan remarked,
“What in the heck is Jerry talking about? He ain’t sweating
out there like I am. . . . I didn’t see ‘organizations’ playing
with the flu in Utah,” a reference to his performance in game
5 of the previous year’s NBA Finals, scoring 38 points against
the Jazz despite severe flulike symptoms.
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Jordan retired that year, while Jackson left for other opportunities, and more than two decades later the Chicago
Bulls have not won another NBA Championship.
We recount the story not only because it’s an ingratitude
slam dunk (sorry), but because it highlights something that
might come off as a bit harsh: A lack of gratitude is a form
of stupidity. It leaves on the table an enormously powerful
tool not only to inspire people to reach their potential, but
to actually better understand the true nature of their contributions.
“Leaders who treat their roles as transactional are easy to
spot,” Henry Timms told us. Timms is president and CEO
of Lincoln Center, home to the Metropolitan Opera, New
York Philharmonic, and New York City Ballet. “We’ve all
known leaders who don’t truly value their people. There’s
such a contrast to those who do.”
Timms argues that we need a societal mind-shift on
gratitude. “Many of us think about a ‘debt of gratitude’—
appreciating that someone’s achieved something nice. We
must reverse that dynamic and understand that gratitude
actually inspires actions rather than responds to them.”
But gratitude is not just a matter of showering more
“thank-yous” and “we think you’re greats” on employees.
Hardly. It is not a rote checklist item or perfunctorily high-
fiving team members. For expressions of gratitude to work
their magic, they must be genuine and specific. Leading in
this way is not only about giving credit where it’s due, it’s
about actually knowing where it is due.
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Developing genuine gratitude involves carefully observing
what employees are doing, walking in their shoes, developing
greater empathy, and sincerely trying to understand the challenges they face. It is about seeing good things happening
and then expressing heartfelt appreciation for the right behaviors. On the flip side, managers who lack gratitude suffer,
first and foremost, from a problem of cognition—a failure to
perceive how hard their people are trying to do good work—
and, if they’re encountering problems, what they are. These
ungrateful leaders suffer from information deficit. When we
ask them why they aren’t getting better results, they generally have a hard time answering.
The payoffs of getting this right come not only in boosting performance and morale, but in gaining a better understanding of your people, how they are contributing, and,
frankly, what more they may have to give. The leaders who
have freed themselves from their ingratitude habits have
built tremendously positive and productive team cultures by
actively looking for the things their people are achieving that
further the values and goals of the organization. They also
identify obstacles that thwart performance and are able to
reinforce the right behaviors and fine-tune through positive
direction.

Why Some People Say “No Thanks” to Gratitude
We cannot underestimate the morale boosting power of gratitude. A two hundred thousand–person study conducted for
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us by a research partner found more grateful managers lead
teams with higher overall business metrics including up to
two times greater profitability than their peers, an average 20
percent higher customer satisfaction, and significantly higher
scores in employee engagement, including vital metrics such
as trust and accountability. We’ve also found that when gratitude is regularly shown to employees, they feel more positive
about their on-the-job contributions, are less stressed, and
overall have a better sense of well-being. Wouldn’t you? In
addition, receiving gratitude tends to lead people to be more
aware of and helpful to their colleagues and builds reciprocal
appreciation for the hard work their managers are doing and
the challenges they’re facing.
We sat down for a few hours with Alan Mulally, the man
who saved Ford Motor Company. The retired CEO said
that leadership “is about people. You either understand
that on a really fundamental level, or you don’t. And if you
do, then you love them up. You tell them everything that’s
going on; that’s all-time respect that you create an environment where people know what the plan is, what the status
is, and areas that need special attention. Then it’s all about
appreciating them, respecting them, and thanking them at
every step of the way.”
Just days after his retirement as chairman and CEO
of American Express, we had a chance to interview Ken
Chenault. In seventeen years in that company’s top job, he
created a culture focused on employee engagement and
appreciation for work well done—and the results for stock-
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holders, customers, and employees speak for themselves. He
explained, “I think one of the things people get confused
about is they see gratitude as simply being nice. This view
of ‘I want to be very stingy with gratitude’ gets confused to
mean I’m not being demanding. In fact, it’s quite the opposite. You can be very demanding and bestow gratitude very
often and be authentic.”
Another urgent problem for most companies we work
with is retention. An estimated $11 billion is lost in the
United States alone every year due to higher-than-necessary
turnover. Why do most employees leave? According to data
from the U.S. Department of Labor, the number one reason people give on third-party exit interviews (those not
conducted by their own organizations) is they “don’t feel appreciated” by their manager for their specific contributions.
It’s no shock, then, to learn that our research shows frequent,
genuine gratitude at work has been correlated with up to
50 percent lower employee turnover.
A leader who gets that is Jonathan Klein, chairman of
Getty Images. He takes particular care to ensure his cadre
of photographers feel acknowledged, as they often must risk
life and limb to show the public what’s happening around the
world. “I have made a special effort to get to know these unsung heroes, and to thank them,” he told us. “The war for talent is tough, and having the right people is the key to success.
Showing gratitude goes a long way to helping great people
want to stay with your company, and the appreciation leads
to greater commitment.”
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The bottom line: There are very few high-performance
leaders we’ve studied—who maintained outstanding results
year over year—whose teams didn’t have higher than average
ratings in recognition/appreciation/gratitude. Being valued
in this way is especially important when engaging millennial
and Gen Z employees, many of whom are more accustomed
to receiving extrinsic rewards than previous generations. Indeed, our Motivators Assessment, built by a team of psychologists and now taken by more than 75,000 people, has shown
that the desire for expressions of gratitude at work is three
times higher in people in their twenties than it is for those
in their sixties.
And, if the performance results aren’t compelling enough,
studies have shown that expressing gratitude also brings a
lift to our psyches and even our health. Scientists have found
that being grateful is a bulwark against depression, boosts
satisfaction with life overall, and even leads to better sleep.
Those kinds of results are why gratitude has become so important to the positive psychology movement. Consider a
study conducted by professors at Kent State University, who
asked subjects to pen and then send a letter to someone they
were grateful to. Happiness levels and life satisfaction were
dramatically increased right after, and the residual effect
lasted weeks. In the pursuit of happiness, gratitude has been
shown to have a direct and lasting impact on the giver—thus,
the more gratitude we experience and the more we offer to
others, the more satisfied we generally will be with our lives.
Not bad, that.
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“The best way to warm your heart is to warm the heart
of somebody else,” says Eric Schurenberg, CEO of Mansueto Ventures, publisher of Fast Company and Inc. magazines. Which then brings us back to the core question: What
holds so many people back, especially bosses, from doing just
that—expressing gratitude at work?

The Negativity Bias
Adds Schurenberg, “Especially when you are a novice manager, you are so insecure that you feel like sharing credit
would diminish the credit you can take. Getting over that
insecurity, the impostor syndrome, is vital for a leader.”
Busyness mixed with carelessness is a culprit of ingratitude, Dorie Clark told us. Clark teaches business at Duke
University and is a bestselling leadership author. “There is a
hesitation for some because showing gratitude means they
have to admit they received help, and that erodes the myth
of the self-made man or woman. It can be existentially upsetting to some who have a need for control and mastery to
be forced to reckon with the fact that they needed support.”
Hubert Joly, who led Best Buy through a remarkable
transformation as chairman and CEO, told us, “The danger for any leader is the seduction of power, fame, glory, or
money. A quirk of many successful people is they like to
show they are the smartest person in the room. They are
often happy to take all the help they can get without giving
credit to others.”
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Another part of the ingratitude explanation lies in fundamental human nature. Research in psychology has shown
we have a built-in tendency to give more attention to problems and perceived threats than positive things happening
around us (which is why we’ve all probably wasted an entire
day at Disneyland wondering if we locked the car!). That is
dubbed the negativity bias. During early human life when
our natures evolved, people had to be ever-vigilant to a host
of dangers. If we missed some good news (e.g., “Grok want
us come see wheel he make”), well, that was inconvenient; if
we missed a piece of bad news (“Grok say big fire rock in sky
falling here!”), that could mean the end of our lives. Thus,
our brains evolved to constantly scan for bad stuff. Our
workplaces today may not be stalked by saber-toothed tigers
and hyenas the size of polar bears (which, seriously, recent research has shown preyed on our ancient ancestors), but they
do present plenty of their own perils. In every organization
we’ve visited, sources of stress abound: Competitors are nipping at heels, margins are tight, new products are about to be
launched (late!), regulators are breathing down their necks,
the CEO is new, and so on.
How can managers afford not to spend more time on the
lookout for and attending to problems than looking for opportunities to be grateful? It’s a survival thing.
Fair enough. But this is not a zero-sum issue. Scanning
the tundra, if you will, for potential predatorial problems
and devoting considerable time to preempting and/or solving them in no way precludes a leader from paying sufficient
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attention to the contributions of one’s team. On the contrary,
in times of challenge, keeping people motivated and optimistic is more vital than ever.
By withholding our gratitude in tough times, we end up
shooting ourselves in the foot, said Mark Tercek, president
and CEO of The Nature Conservancy. Tercek is no stranger
to high-stress environments, having spent twenty-four years
as a partner and managing director with investment management firm Goldman Sachs before taking the helm at this
nonprofit. He told us that even well-intentioned leaders can
become self-absorbed when things get challenging.
“At stressful times, I’m sometimes not conscientious
enough to be mindful of all the many, many people who are
helping me. So, I’m basically being a jerk,” he confessed. “We
need to jolt ourselves out of our self-centeredness. When I
am more mindful, more aware, more thankful, our teams
are happier and everybody’s more engaged, focused, and productive. The same works as a parent or spouse—everybody’s
happier at home. It just takes discipline to slow down, be
more present and aware of others, more grateful.”
Some leaders think it is necessary to withhold positive
sentiments at times in order to keep pressure on team members. “If we keep them on edge, they’ll work harder” is the
thinking. That mentality is about as valid as a Blockbuster
Video free-rental coupon. Pressure like that increases anxiety, and anxiety undermines productivity. In comparison, research from Robert Emmons of the University of California,
Davis, shows that a leader who is more grateful amid difficult
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circumstances can help people cope. “In the face of demoralization,” he explains, “gratitude has the power to energize.
In the face of brokenness, gratitude has the power to heal. In
the face of despair, gratitude has the power to bring hope.”
A great irony of the negativity bias is that it leads us to
lose sight of another ingrained aspect of human nature: the
ethic of reciprocity. While scientists are only starting to
pinpoint the exact biological nature of gratitude, more than
two centuries ago economist and philosopher Adam Smith
conjectured that gratitude evolved in humans as we began
to group together in communities. Society, he argued, only
works if we repay the help we get from those around us. If we
don’t reciprocate assistance given with appreciation, we end
up provoking intense resentment. In the social sphere, we
would be cut off from the group. At work, we can’t just shun
our bosses, but we can most surely resent them. In a Florida State University study, one of the top reasons employees
gave for resenting their managers was that they “failed to give
credit where credit was due.”
no amount of adversity should prevent a
leader from seeing value that’s being created and expressing
gratitude for it. While many think that the time for expressing thanks is when all problems are solved, progressive leaders know otherwise. Indeed, we have seen firsthand that even
in the direst of circumstances, people’s lives are enormously
enriched when they are grateful. Let us tell you one special
story that illustrates the point.

TH E RE A LIT Y IS,
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We were profoundly moved by a conversation we had with
Rebecca Douglas, who founded a charity called Rising Star
Outreach. Her foundation’s goal is to help the one thousand
leprosy colonies in India thrive and become self-sufficient.
Rising Star works with the poorest people on earth, the so-
called untouchables.
Douglas met two brothers, David and Daniel, in India
about a decade ago. After one of them—Daniel—had been
diagnosed and treated for leprosy, these stick-thin boys fled
the leprosy colony where they had lived with only the clothes
on their backs, seeking an escape from unimaginable poverty
and misery. A young mother in Arizona, Lynn Allred, saw a
picture of the boys at a talk Douglas was giving and wanted
to help. Allred worked tirelessly for two years to find a way
to bring David and Daniel to America to study and finally
found a private school willing to accept them, even though
they were years behind in their studies and didn’t speak
English.
Rebecca Douglas traveled to India to tell the boys about
this remarkable opportunity. She interviewed them to capture their thoughts for the school’s admission essay. After all
the questions were answered, she asked if there was anything
else the boys would like to say. Daniel paused only for a moment and said, “Please add that of all the boys in the world, I
am the most blessed.”
“This malnourished boy who owned only the clothes on
his back,” she told us, “and had been afflicted with one of
the most dreaded diseases in the world; who had been forced
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to work in the hot sun as an unpaid laborer instead of attending school; who had endured all kinds of unspeakable
privation—still had his heart overflowing with gratitude.”
Since then, says Douglas, when she finds herself tempted
to whine from whatever challenges or overwhelm she might
be experiencing, she remembers the boy filled with gratitude
who taught her to be thankful in all circumstances.
As it turned out, David and Daniel had more reasons to
be grateful. Against all odds, they were sponsored by the
Allreds and came to America to study. Today David is an
MBA student, while Daniel returned to India—with a coveted American college degree in hand—to help his people.
Douglas left us with sage words: “Gratitude attracts more
gratitude. It has nothing to do with your circumstances and
everything to do with your heart.”

Of Skeptics and Believers
We know there is no lack of cynicism about the benefits
of gratitude in the business world, and some of it may even
come from a real place. The skeptics often recall a time in
their childhoods—perhaps following a birthday—when Mom
or Dad sat them down and under threat of grounding forced
them to write out thank-you notes to Grandma and Aunt
Gertie. Or maybe at work HR instituted a program for them
to be more appreciative to their peers, but in a culture of low
trust it was met with only halfhearted adoption and cringeworthy comments from the skeptics. While for some, efforts
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encouraging gratitude would be taken as a prompt to take
action, for others, the formalized, prescribed way stuck in
the craw.
Former NFL quarterback turned entrepreneur Chad
Pennington told us some skepticism comes when employees
see leaders using gratitude from a “self-service point of view.
They have an attitude of: ‘If I express this gratitude to you,
then I expect this back.’ Those leaders are going down the
wrong path,” he said.
Pennington said that gratitude is in fact the highest form
of servant leadership. “People with humility don’t think less
of themselves; they think about themselves less. It’s a true
sign of strength to suppress your own pride and ego, something all of us have, and put somebody else in front of us.”
So, no matter your past experiences, we intend to convince you that gratitude is not only good for your people and
your business—it’s good for you. And we are going teach you
how to get past any reservations you may be harboring and
embrace gratitude effectively.
The leaders we’ve interviewed certainly are believers.
These women and men are tremendously busy, with many of
them running billion-dollar enterprises. As neurotic George
Costanza says in Seinfeld, “They are men with jobs, Jerry!
They wear suits and ties. They are married, they have secretaries.” Yet they found time to talk about how gratitude has
helped them transform their businesses and their lives. To
a person, they wanted us to let other leaders—(i.e., you)—
know how essential it is to be grateful to those in our care.
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Gail Miller is one of the best of them. A decade ago—
after her husband, Larry, died—she assumed full ownership
and the chairman’s post of a multibillion-dollar business
empire that includes sixty car dealerships, a movie theater
chain, finance and insurance companies, and the Utah Jazz
basketball team. It was a role she questioned even wanting,
but with ten thousand jobs at stake, she realized she didn’t
have much choice.
“I had been a stay-at-home mom most of my married life,”
Miller told us. “When Larry was building the company, I
was afraid I was being left behind. I didn’t have an education; I was dealing with kids all day. I felt awkward when
I went out with him to business functions where he was
meeting high-profile people. I had to find a way to develop
myself.”
Miller visited a counselor who taught her to consider the
unique perspective she brought to the world. She realized
she had a voice, and the way to share it was to say affirmative
things. “To do that I had to pay more attention to what was
happening around me, to be grateful for everything that impacts my life. That makes it easy to say, ‘I see how hard you
worked on that.’ People are dying for that.”
For Miller, who has since grown and expanded her business empire and her family’s significant philanthropic efforts,
gratitude has “unlocked the fullness of life and created a vision for tomorrow.”
As to those who still don’t believe, we have found that
the bias to the negative is not solely to blame. While probing
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the views of a host of managers in organizations around the
world about this practice, we discovered a set of widely held
beliefs about managing people that cause many to withhold
their gratitude. We call these pernicious beliefs the Ingratitude Myths, and they are holding people back from achieving all they can. In the next part of this book, we are going
to attempt to debunk them once and for all. We encourage
you to read through each, even if you think some might not
apply to you. Chances are you’ll see leaders you know in all
of them, and yourself in at least a few. If you don’t, you are
truly unique.
After the myths, we’ll roll up our sleeves and get to work
in Part II by introducing eight simple ways to do an expert
job of showing employees they are valued. We’ll include stories of how some of today’s most successful leaders—such
as CEOs Alan Mulally of Ford and Hubert Joly of Best
Buy—incorporated gratitude into their incredibly successful
leadership styles. We are confident their ideas and examples
will make it irrefutably clear that showing gratitude isn’t just
about being nice, it’s about being smart—really smart—and
is a skill that everyone can easily learn.
As you work through these how-tos, you will learn to shift
your focus to expressing appreciation for who people are, not
just their actions.
As the title of this book suggests, Leading with Gratitude
was written to help managers striving to engage and inspire
their teams. But it is just as much for the increasing number
of employees who feel devalued and forgotten. It is our hope

LeadingGratitude_9780062965783_finalRev2_KH1217_CC19.indd 19

12/17/19 5:12 PM

20

L E A D I N G WI T H G R AT I T U D E

that embracing these ideas will reignite passion and drive in
everyone.
We believe there is a more positive, hopeful future out
there for us all. No matter where you are starting from, no
matter the challenges you face, as you apply these concepts,
you will begin to benefit from the transformative power of
gratitude.
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