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[image: image1.png]Doesn’t it drive you crazy when you’re cced on irrelevant email chains, invited to unnecessary zoom meetings, or forced to go into the office when working from home is just as productive? These and many other frustrations stem from the same underlying cause: a lack of common sense. And now that COVID has changed everything about the way we work, it no longer makes sense to do things the way we used to. 
Throughout the pandemic, too many workplaces have continued to be on autopilot, moving forward with rigid policies and practices with a business-as-usual blindness, instead of thinking through better suited options. THE MINISTRY OF COMMON SENSE: How to Eliminate Bureaucratic Red Tape, Bad Excuses, and Corporate BS (Houghton Mifflin Harcourt; January 19, 2021) by New York Times bestselling author Martin Lindstrom is an entertaining exploration of what causes corporate common sense to break down, and a practical rallying cry for restoring it, even during a pandemic
Most of us learn common sense in childhood and by the time we’re adults, we subconsciously look both ways before crossing the street, hold the door for the person behind us, and do hundreds of other simple things to promote our safety, relationships, and well-being. But if common sense is so easy for individuals to practice, why is it so hard for organizations?

The more organizations scale and get stale, the more employees become victims of standardized rules, procedures and old habits that have never been questioned for logic. Once we’ve learned to become corporate, we suppress our instinctual empathy and ignore what we know about right vs. wrong and smart vs. foolish. We forget how we’d feel in a customer’s shoes if a bank froze our accounts, if a telecom company sent a nasty letter, or if a call center transferred us five times. Before long, most of us become not only numb, but complicit in crimes of corporate nonsense, even when they lead to frustrated customers, poor morale, lost revenue, and stifled innovation.  

Lindstrom’s solution –tested repeatedly with his global clients – is a five-step program to empower your organization with what he calls “The Ministry of Common Sense,” a rescue squad with the authority to identify and overturn the six most frequent roadblocks to common sense:

· (Bad) customer experience

· Politics

· Technology

· Meetings and Power Points

· Rules, Regulations, and Policies

· Compliance and Legal

The Ministry isn’t some whimsical, feel-good exercise, or a quick fix. When implemented the way Lindstrom demonstrates, it’s a powerful defense against the thoughtless systems and regulations that squander resources, morale, and productivity, and an essential guide to restoring our sanity.
About Martin Lindstrom
Martin Lindstrom is the founder and chairman of Lindstrom Company, the world’s leading brand & culture transformation group, operating across five continents and more than 30 countries. TIME Magazine has named Lindstrom one of the “World’s 100 Most Influential People.” And for three years running, Thinkers50, the world’s premier ranking resource of business icons, has selected Lindstrom to be among the world’s top 50 business thinkers. Lindstrom is a high-profile speaker and author of 7 New York Times best-selling books, translated into 60 languages. His book Brand Sense was critically acclaimed by The Wall Street Journal as “one of the five best marketing books ever published,” Small Data was praised as “revolutionary” and TIME Magazine wrote this about Buyology: “a breakthrough in branding”.
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Make Sense?

· During the COVID-19 pandemic, the TSA is allowing passengers to board planes with unlimited amounts of hand sanitizer, while maintaining its 3.4-ounce limit on all other liquids.
· Lufthansa has generously offered their frequent-flyer members a one-year membership extension, though their generosity pales a bit when we realize Lufthansa’s premium lounges are closed for the foreseeable future. So much for that free one-year membership.
· In many restaurants you now need to legally fill out contact tracing forms. How? By using the same pen as the neighboring table of course.
· Some companies now require employees to show up to work at least 2 days a week, just to find themselves sitting alone in the boardroom zooming with their colleagues sitting at home – so that social distancing is kept.
· Many supermarkets now ask if you still would like to have them pack your bag at checkout due to COVID-19… forgetting that the very same person that morning stacked all (the same) products on the shelves across the store.
· A company launches a new program to “simplify” its various projects, leading to so many baffling acronyms (“Has the GLC come in yet, and does it confirm our SSNR?”) that it must waste even more time creating an Internal Acronym Dictionary (IAD). 

· You get locked out of your work computer and call IT for help. They direct you to online support – which you have no way to access while locked out.

· You buy expensive headphones at the airport but can’t wear them on the flight because the packaging can’t be opened without a chainsaw, which you neglected to pack.

· When a highway gets jammed, Waze redirects drivers onto a narrow side road. But the app doesn’t anticipate what will happen when hundreds of cars take that “faster” option.

· Airline cleaning crews are ordered to put every armrest down in between flights. Why not keep them up to make it easier for passengers to slide into their seats?
About Martin Lindstrom
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Martin Lindstrom is the founder and chairman of Lindstrom Company, a global branding & culture transformation firm, operating across five continents and more than 30 countries. TIME Magazine has named Lindstrom one of the “World’s 100 Most Influential People,” and for five years running, Thinkers50, has selected Lindstrom to be among the world’s top 20 business thinkers. Among the companies he advises are Burger King, Lowes, Boar’s Head, Beverly Hills Hotels, Pepsi, Nestle and Google. Lindstrom is the author of seven books including several New York Times bestsellers that have been translated into 60 languages. The Wall-Street Journal praised his book Brand Sense as “one of the five best marketing books ever published,” and his book Small Data as “revolutionary,” and TIME called his book Buyology “a breakthrough in branding.” 

Lindstrom has appeared in media including The New York Times, NPR’s “All Things Considered” and Marketplace, and on NBC’s TODAY show more than twenty times  as well as in Morgan Spurlock’s movie The Greatest Movie Ever Sold and on America’s Next Top Model.
He has delivered keynote addresses to Google, Kraft Heinz, Disney, Amazon, LEGO, Unilever, Hallmark, Adobe, Mattel and the World Economic Forum.
A Conversation with Martin Lindstrom, Author of The Ministry of Common Sense: How to Eliminate Bureaucratic Red Tape, Bad Excuses, and Corporate BS 
If it’s so easy for people, why is it so hard for organizations to practice common sense?
The organizations we work for have created so many systems, structures, and other political and emotional straightjackets that we end up spending all our time wondering how to navigate them. By the time we get through all the emails, forms, meetings, and reports we must get through, we have no time left to do our jobs! 

What are the costs of bureaucratic red tape?

Red tape paralyzes organizations, kills creativity, and leads to plummeting employee morale and embarrassing productivity numbers. 
How has common sense changed with our change of work routine?

“Hello’s” have now turned into “you’re on mute.” We’re on back-to-back zoom calls throughout the day, leaving staring at your ceiling before bed the only time to creatively think about the project you’re working on. Calls last exactly 60 minutes, even though you only needed 20—but Carol decided the extra 40 was imperative to show her productivity. Common sense has left the building…or your house for that matter.
Additionally, technology increasingly plays a major role in everything we do. For the most part technology has made many actions easier, however given the fact that office automation often is developed by people detached from the industry, offering a “one size fits all” solution, technology becomes the dominating force ruling the way we fulfil our daily duties. Given the fact that most of our daily work now takes place in front of a screen, we’ve become 100% dependable on technology. When things don’t work, or act the way we’d like it to act, that it is now our fault.
Why is a lack of empathy in part to blame for organizations’ lack of common sense?

Corporate types usually associate empathy with sentimentality or crying or cupcakes. But the issue here is that we are increasingly inept at seeing the world from another’s point of view. Why? We are too busy with ourselves – looking at our phones, reading ultrashort headlines, trying to look perfect on Facebook and LinkedIn, evaluating a potential date with a right swipe on Tinder, blocking out the world with our EarPods and so on. Eventually we end up caring less and less about others, particularly at work and especially if it’s a bigger company where there are different divisions, markets, and countries. 
Do you think 2020 has made companies lose empathy or gain it? 

They’re losing empathy in spades. Not only has home-officing – supported by a technological solution - separated companies from their employees but has destroyed company cultures– and often built a pipeline of bureaucracy into everyone’s bedrooms. Companies are also increasingly led to believe that they can monitor (and understand) their employees but also customers remotely. Gone are those ‘unproductive’ moments which can’t be captured via a timesheet or invoiced – like the ‘water cooler moment’, the coffee break, the ‘walk to the meeting room’, the break in the canteen. Things we didn’t assign a lot of value – until now – where we realized this was the emotional fabric gluing people together, creating a sense of belonging, strengthening the culture, and keeping empathy alive.
What are some of the most common and annoying examples of corporate nonsense we can all relate to at work?

Have you ever been unable to work because your computer broke down and you can’t even get through to the IT department? Or have you ever tried to send a large file to a client but services like Dropbox are banned by security rules, so you end up having to spend forty minutes breaking down the file into smaller files? What’s fascinating about these examples is that people get frustrated, but no one fixes them. Individually, these gaps common sense may seem small, but when you add them up, they become huge drains on morale, productivity, and innovation.

What are some things big business should NOT do? Especially during this time. 
Fool themselves to believe that what they have saved on cutting cost due to less travel and less office space is money straight to the bottom line. While the COVID-19 transformation has helped optimize certain processes and human interactions, it has also cut straight into the culture leading to fundamental employee questions like; why should I stay loyal to only one company (now when the culture is gone) – why not serve multiple companies from home? I fundamentally believe that COVID-19 will kick off the biggest ‘personal branding’ tsunami – making everyone realize that corporations are a thing of the past unless you thrive on bureaucracy. 
What stories have you experienced yourself?
I was attending a meeting before COVID at a company where the rooms had names like EK229bC5G3 and didn’t even follow in sequential order, so to find the proper location you basically had to memorize every meeting room. Every day there, you would see people walk around lost, in a maze of meeting rooms unable to find anything. 

How might corporate nonsense problems get solved instead of just tolerated?

You need to plant proof points in an organization that change indeed can happen. Most people at work try but give up feeling paralyzed by a system out of their control. Start small and give people hope that a domino effect will soon restore common sense.   

You also must start with saving money. If you say, “We want to restore common sense, but we want to save money at the same time” it gives everyone a mandate. You can give half of the money saved to the department impacted by the change and keep half for innovative initiatives. Addressing common sense issues becomes a profit center that everyone wants to be aligned with. 

Why do people start adhering to official and unofficial codes of behavior when they start working inside organizations even when they know they have no logic?

People in general want to please the tribe. We all tried it as kids – we were part of a soccer team or some kind of official group. We either felt welcome and a sense of belonging, or we were excluded and felt like losers. As soon as we become part of a company, and rules set in, we react the same way. You either follow those rules and win, or don’t follow them and are kicked off. Even if these rules don’t make sense, you’re probably not going to criticize them on day one, so you buy into them. Suddenly it’s not about whether the rules are right or wrong, but about whether you fit into the tribe.
What brands exemplify common sense (or correcting gaps in it when they see them) and which right now might need help?

There are almost no companies out there that fully adhere to common sense. It’s not because they don’t believe in it, but we are so busy today that we can’t even comprehend questioning our ethics in that way. If you want to find good examples, typically you will find them in startup companies. It’s because most startups today have one thing in common: they were founded to solve an entrepreneur’s frustration with something. For example, Uber was founded out of Travis Kalanick’s frustration trying to get a taxi in Paris. While most entrepreneurial companies are common-sense based in the beginning, as they become more and more successful, they become fearful of losing. They create a wall of protection that quite often lacks common sense because it restricts people from thinking freely.

Can you change a company culture to have more common sense to avoid having to make corrections in the first place?

One way to do this is to focus on how your employer can save money. It’s a particularly good technique because it means no one will argue against you. If you can then find one single little thing that can both solve a commonsense issue and save money, then you have a home run. 

For example, one company spent a fortune on the production of their own internal magazine distributed to all staff globally and meant to boost morale and strengthen their culture. It was a glossy catalogue with nice photos and a production timeline of 6 months. And it had no impact except for getting displayed on the coffee table of the executive floor. 

That’s when I introduced the “campfire” concept – designed to replace the magazines. Pre-COVID, every Friday early afternoon, staff across the world, in each of their offices, on each floor, would sit down in a circle. Switch off the lights, project a campfire on the screen, have a speaker playing the crackling – while a lamp in the center would indicate the fire. And employees would just talk – establish a rapport with each other. It was like a soul cleansing exercise. The good news, you can do this through zoom. 
Within three months the company was buzzing, and the brochure forgotten. The yearly production cost of the brochure was close to $890,000. The cost for the campfires? A projector, a lamp, a speaker … and an extended lunch break.
Why do companies end up with so many rules and regulations that make no sense?

At the end of the day, no one kills rules because they’re afraid that maybe someone saw some logic behind them, as impossible as that might be to imagine. Or worse, they might get sued or get in trouble with the legal department. 

How can we help our organizations to question and improve rules that make no sense?

Most of us accumulate too much stuff in our homes but when we move, we’re forced to throw it all out and we feel liberated. A company needs to plan a move and cleanup too! Don’t just sit there and assume there is a reason why those rules are there. Rules are not fixed in place. They are in constant need of fixing.
Why is common sense often carefully considered when organizations design a customer experience, but rarely when they design their employee experience?

At the end of the day, companies at least try to focus on the customer but usually fail to realize that their employees crave just as much common sense as their customers do. Your best bet is to frame internal nonsense with the same bottom line that focuses efforts on the customer experience. Save the company money while you fix common sense issues at the same time, and you will immediately see an uptick in productivity, employee satisfaction, or turnaround time.

Can you provide an example of how you restored common sense for a client?

At one company I introduced a ban of the email CC button to reduce the email stress. This literally cut in half the number of emails received.  In another company we separated the CC emails and had them automatically redirected to a special folder. Like a spam folder where you can check those “FYI” emails when time allows. Make sense?
What’s an example of how you restored common sense even as a child? 

As a kid, I and my friends suffered from constant bicycle accidents. We realized many of them could have been prevented with noise. So, we installed a piece of cardboard on the front deck of the bicycle to flap against the ribs of the wheel generating a motor sound.  And voila, bicyclists were heard, and accidents were practically eliminated.
What’s a small way each of us can restore common sense in our own teams or realms of control, no matter our level or status at work?

Start by writing down what’s most nonsensical at your workplace. Sit down with people in your department and spend a half hour to ask for the top common-sense issues they face. Pick one. And solve it. Then celebrate the success with your team. Celebrations give people hope and permission to change. 
Why or why aren’t you a more talented seer than the rest of us when it comes to common sense or a lack of it?

Common sense is like muscle memory. The more you start to think about it, the more you start to see it (or a lack of it). I’m just like anyone else but have developed strong radar for nonsense when I see it. Too many of us are afraid we’ll look like idiots if we question a rule. We also wonder why we should fix common sense issues if we’re not getting paid for it or worry that fixing nonsense issues in other departments will only create enemies. Once you eliminate those fears, you’ll remove the barriers to change. 

I hope everyone will start flexing their common sense muscle memory, so they can spot nonsense, and then collectively question it, address it, and solve it—one stupidity at a time.
PRAISE

“The Ministry of Common Sense forces us all to take a hard look in the mirror if we want to take our businesses to the next level to win big – and do so by simply eliminating needless layers of corporate BRIGHT RED tape. Thanks for this book, Martin, because you have saved me from senseless meetings! -Tyra Banks, Supermodel turned Super Businesswoman

“You will laugh, you will cry, and you will learn the power of common sense in this incredible gift of a book. Oh, and buy one for your boss too!”- Chester Elton, best-selling author of The Carrot Principle, All In, and Leading with Gratitude 

"Lindstrom proves that, more often than not, the bigger your policy manual the smaller your organization’s common sense. More importantly, he shows leaders at all levels how to reverse that alarming trend." - David Burkus, author of Under New Management 

"Essential reading for all of us who feel bogged down in workplace bureaucracy and wish to improve our quality of life at work." - Arianna Huffington, Founder & CEO, Thrive Global

"Fun, fast-paced, and as actionable as it is insightful. Get ready to find out all the ways your organization can gain from better common sense. Highly recommended." - Renée Mauborgne, INSEAD Professor and co-author of Blue Ocean Strategy and Blue Ocean Shift  

"Martin Lindstrom’s delightful romp shows how too many organizations seemed designed to drive their customers and employees crazy.   And this gem if filled with useful (and fun) tips and tools that will help leaders build teams and organizations where common sense is the rule rather than the exception." - Robert Sutton, Stanford Professor, and author of bestsellers including The No Asshole Rule and Scaling Up Excellence
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