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Workers engaged? 
Questions to ask  

Are your employees engaged? Sometimes 
the answer is obvious. Other times it’s 
not. Here are 12 questions you can ask 
them to get a better handle on it:

1. Do you know what is expected of 
you at work?

2. Do you have the materials and equip
ment to do your work right?

3. At work, do you have the opportu
nity to do what you do best every day?

4. In the last seven days, have you 
received recognition or praise for doing 
good work?

5. Does your supervisor or someone 
at work seem to care about you as a 
person?

6. Is there someone at work who 
encourages your development?

7. At work, do your opinions seem to 
count?

8. Does the mission/purpose of 
your company make you feel your job is 
important?

9. Are your fellow employees commit
ted to doing quality work?

10. Do you have a best friend at work?

11. In the last six months, has some
one at work talked to you about your 
progress?

12. In the last year, have you had 
opportunities to learn and grow?
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How to liven up 
those quiet meetings
You gather a group to brainstorm, swap notes and solve problems. You 

want them to open up. But they’re a quiet bunch, and you’re worried 
they will sit and stare rather than stand and deliver.

Here’s how to fix that:

Apply the “10/10 rule.” You expect attendees to keep quiet, so you pre-
pare lengthy remarks or slide presentations to fill the void. Bad move. Even 
if you tell them, “Interrupt me anytime with questions,” you’ll still wind 
up monopolizing the meeting. Instead, talk for no longer than 10 min-
utes. Then allot 10 minutes for the group to discuss issues it cares about. 
Whether the members expand on your comments or raise unrelated topics, 
give them time to share what’s on their minds.

Replay quotes. If one participant makes a brilliant observation but no 
one chimes in and the discussion threatens to peter out, repeat it and ask, 
“What do the rest of you think?” Example: Jim says, “We talk a lot about 

our sitting inventory but not 
sales.” The group falls silent, but 
you stick in the pitchfork: “Jim 
said we focus on inventory, not 
sales. Do we overlook sales?” 
Wait 10 seconds while making 
eye contact with a few individu-

als. If they still don’t respond, quickly give your opinion, then offer a 
couple of potential solutions and prompt them for feedback again.

Keep people moving. Once people settle in and get comfy, they may 
tune out or turn passive. Awaken their senses. Examples: Rearrange the 
seats after a break, toss a foam ball around, direct breakout teams to con-
vene in different parts of the room.

Good intentions aren’t enough. You’ll stifle discussion if you:

•	 Favor a talker. You’re relieved that at least one participant always pipes 
up, so you ignore everyone else and rivet eye contact on the loudmouth. 
Instead: Tear yourself away from the showboat and ask the smart but 
quiet participants to weigh in.

•	 Tower over the group. Never stand while attendees sit. Talk-show 
hosts can get away with strolling into a seated studio audience, but you 
should plant yourself in a circle with everyone else.

Define the meeting’s purpose

Make sure the meeting’s objective 
is clear. If it’s too vague, employees 
won’t feel motivated to contribute.
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Since most communication that 
comes into your office flies 

through email, a ringing telephone 
sounds odd. 
   Consequently, many of your work-
ers are not accustomed to handling 
a business call. The result: A lost 
or upset customer.  Here are four 
simple rules for all workers:

Don’t answer, “Hello?” At 
best, the caller thinks he’s reached 
a residential wrong number, not a 
business. At worst, his opinion of 
your operation plummets and he 
questions your ability to provide 
professional services. A simple, 
“This is Diane in accounting, how 
may I help you?” would work.

Learn how to transfer a call. 
Odds are, the call was meant for 
someone else. It just inadvertently 
landed on your desk. Solution: A 
quick tutorial on how to transfer 
calls, including the phrase, “Hold 
please, while I transfer you.”

Use the hold button. Don’t 
shout out to a co-worker who’s 
three cubicles away, “Hey, Joe, 
whadderwe chargin’ now for those 
widgets?” Ask the caller, “May I put 
you on hold while I check?”

Take action on voice mails. 
Somewhere under that red light, a 
customer waits. You know, those 
people who make your paycheck 
possible. 

Phone rules for all employees

Retaliation a likely tack-on 
to a bias claim. Among the 88,788 
charges the U.S. Equal Employment Oppor 
tunity Commission received in FY 2014, 
the percentage of charges that included a 
retaliation claim reached its highest amount 
ever: 42.8%. It’s worth repeating for man
agers: It’s unlawful to try to get even with 
people (employees or applicants) because 
they complained about discrimination, 
either inhouse or to a government agency, 
such as the EEOC.

Boss’s stupid comment can 
tank a legitimate decision. 
When Dana wasn’t promoted for legiti
mate reasons, a supervisor allegedly told 
her she missed out because she wasn’t 
male and wasn’t Mexican-American. She 
sued for discrimination. The court said she 
could take her case to trial, based solely 
on the supervisor’s comment. The employ
ers’ promotion rationale didn’t matter. 
(Camarillo v. Los Angeles)

The takeaway: Bosses who don’t have 
appropriate verbal filters can accidentally 
turn a legitimate management decision into 
evidence of discrimination.

Harassment response: Your 
3-phrase script. Harassment com
plaints should never be brushed off.  All 
managers and supervisors (and everyone 
else with reporting responsibilities) should 
use a simple, consistent threephrase script:

• “I’m glad you told me.”

• “You are very important to us.”

• “I will help you immediately.”

Then, promptly call HR and report the 
incident. 
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Keep It Legal

Most employees will motivate 
themselves—if you let them. 

All you need to do is treat them 
fairly, unclog lines of communica-
tion and keep your promises. 
    Try these simple steps:

Turn spectators into par  tic 
i  pants. You’ll know your team 
is motivated if the members feel 
engaged. When they 
can make their voices 
heard and exert influ-
ence, they’ll come to love 
their jobs. Ignore their 
ideas and you’ll drain 
their energy. If their sug-
gestions are disregarded 
or their questions go 
unanswered, they’ll 
retreat. They won’t take 
risks, much less give 100 
percent.

Don’t hide bad news. If you’re 
going to withdraw a costly perk or 
skip bonuses this year, meet one-on-
one with your troops and explain 
why. Don’t delegate this to a low-
level aide or send an email.

Rein in base impulses. Want 
to demotivate people instantly? 
Blow up at them for innocent mis-
takes. Make rash personnel moves 
that disrupt their sense of security. 
Use crude language to describe 
an employee. By controlling your 
impulsiveness, you’ll be a more sta-
ble, likable, fair-minded manager. 

Follow through. 
When you tell employees 
you’re going to do some-
thing on their behalf, do 
it. Then let them know 
the result. Broken prom-
ises leave behind a trail of 
resentment.

Example: If someone 
asks your permission 
for time off, respond 
promptly. If you need to 

juggle co-workers’ schedules first, 
say so. You may want to ask that 
employee to help you figure out a 
staffing solution. Don’t just say “I’ll 
think about it” and walk off—and 
then wait for the individual to nag 
you a week later.

Motivation made simple
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A happy workplace tends to be a 
productive one, so having team 

members who are adept at mitigating 
conflict and stress with humor can be 
a godsend. 

However, an employee who con-
sistently acts like it is April Fool’s Day 
or wanders into “dangerous” territory 
with inappropriate jokes can be disrup-
tive and bad for morale.

It’s only funny until ...
Humor that others could find sexist, 
racist, vulgar or religiously intolerant 
definitely does not belong in any office. 
Many other subjects, however, fall 
into a gray area—one in which to be 
cautious. Everyone needs to be aware 
that even in a culturally homogeneous 
group, what’s funny to one person can 
be offensive to another.

“Office comedians are at their best 
when they keep in mind the benefit 
of the humor they provide,” says Ed 
Muzio, CEO of Group Harmonics 
and author of Survival Basics for the 
Information Age. “If it lifts spirits, less-
ens the stress of errors and deadlines, 
and helps people interact more effec-
tively, it’s useful. If it impedes com-
munication, distracts from the work, 
or causes any friction among the team, 
it’s distracting.”

Muzio also provides this simple 
rule of office humor: Self-deprecating 
is the only deprecating. “Never make 
fun of anyone but yourself. Mel Brooks 
famously said, ‘If I got a paper cut, 
that’s a tragedy. If you fell down an 
open manhole and died, that’s com-
edy.’” But in the office, not so much.

“Other people’s appearance, per-
sonality, mannerisms or mistakes may 
be funny to us, but our own are not. 
Some people identify personally with 
their work—so don’t make fun of that, 

either. No matter how funny a deroga-
tory comment is to its author, its sub-
ject will hear it as an affront. Rather 
than elevating the group, this type 
of humor polarizes it, as people take 
sides between offender and offended. 
Play it safe: Make fun only of yourself. 
When you poke fun at yourself, people 
appreciate the humility, and you’re 
guaranteed not to offend the target of 
your remarks.”  

Speaking to a Joker
Sometimes the volume or nature of a 
worker’s jokes makes it necessary for 
a manager to intervene. While this 
 conversation can be uncomfortable, 
silence is not an option because it 
implies permission for the undesirable 
behavior to continue.
     David Maxfield, vice president of 
research at VitalSmarts and co-author 
of the New York Times best-seller Influ 
encer, offers these suggestions for deal-
ing with the situation:

•	 Focus on the pattern, not a single 
incident (though, of course, use 
examples to back up your point). 

•	 Explain the natural consequences 
of the behavior. Begin with the im -
pact it has on how you and  others 
see him. He is undermining his 
own reputation—painting himself 
as either ignorant or bigoted. Sec -
ond, describe the impact it has on 
others—that co-workers or custom-
ers are offended and don’t want to 
work with him. 

•	 Consider the motives. Is the 
 person well-intentioned but gets 
over-exuberant, or is the intent 
to test the limits of how far the 
behavior can go before getting 
censored? Make sure people know 
that you can work with them if 
their motives are positive, but that 
you will not tolerate them if their 
motives are to see what they can 
get away with. 

•	 Have the person agree to remind-
ers. The person probably has to 
apologize for past bad behaviors 
in order to begin re-establishing 
positive working relationships with 
her peers. Have the person also 
ask her peers (and you) to remind 
her whenever she appears to be 
 getting near the limits. Humans 
make mistakes, so don’t expect 
immediate perfection. Reminders 
will be critical to long-term 
success.

Finally, make sure to lead by exam -
ple by keeping your own humor good-
natured. If something seems to be 
taken the wrong way, simply stop and 
apologize—without trying to argue 
that it was funny or that someone lacks 
a sense of humor.

Office humor has its place, but managers need to intervene when it crosses the line

Errors of Comedy
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The Breakroom

Does your organization run austerity 

drills? Get together with staff once in a 

while and ask them, “If things suddenly 

went south for us tomorrow, where 

would we make financial cuts to keep 

us afloat?” Few have the foresight to 

envision tough times when the profits 

are rolling in, but don’t let complacency 

make you forget that belt-tightening 

should never truly stop.

Must we pay more to nightshift workers?

Q We’re rotating our staff into the evening shifts. Now 
I’m hearing chatter from some workers that we have 

to add a “shift differential” to those who work nights. 
Is this true? — J.L., Ohio

A No. The Fair Labor Standards Act (FLSA) does not 
require extra pay for night work. Extra pay for working 

night shifts is a matter of agreement between the employer 
and employee.

How do I handle a competitive obsession?

Q  One of my workers is hypercompetitive. He can’t 
stand to lose, even if it’s coming in second in an office 

contest. It’s now a detriment to his work because he’s so 
caught up in winning every little thing that he’s losing 
perspective. What should I do? — T.K., New York

A Redirect him to compete against himself. Quantify his 
productivity in terms of sales, customer contacts or some 

other measurable goal. Then track his efficiency every month 
or quarter. Reward him for exceeding his targets. Beware: 
Don’t encourage competition with his co-workers. This can 
jeopardize teamwork.

Can we push staff to donate to charity?

Q Is it legal for us to “strongly” encourage our employ-
ees to have money withheld from their paychecks 

to support a charity drive, like the United Way? — J.J. 
Pennsylvania? 

A You should shy away from “strongly” encouraging your 
employees to support a particular charity in a way that 

seems coercive. It is permissible to provide them with infor-
mation and ask whether they would like to participate. You 
should not withhold money from employees’ paychecks with-
out their written permission.

Q&A

At ManagingPeopleAtWork.com ...
Your subscription opens the 
online door to thousands of 
articles and valuable tools, 
including dozens of manager 
training videos and books. 
The Hiring Toolkit offers 
unique interview questions and 
job descriptions for 200+ dif-

ferent jobs. And the Employee Problem Solver offers 
answers to 160 common management problems … all at 
ManagingPeopleAtWork.com.

Ever been in a long line at a catered 
employee lunch and realized it’s getting 
backed up because people are having 
to read all the little cards identifying the 
dishes, sauces and extras? If haste is a 
concern, remember that getting fancy 
with the order and offering too many 
difficult-to-identify choices isn’t going to 
help move the process along. Another 
reason pizza is often tough to beat!


