
Praise for The Invisible Employee

“A gem of a book . . . fi nding that workers who are recognized 
are more productive, have fewer on-the-job accidents, and translate 
their satisfaction into customer satisfaction.”

—Financial Post

“There is magic in this book. Whether you are looking for a 
few good tips to keep a good thing going or need to recapture the very 
essence of a productive workplace, The Invisible Employee provides valuable 
lessons nestled among the pages of a clever and compelling story.”

—Stephen C. Lundin
bestselling coauthor of Fish!

“Gostick and Elton’s simple-to-understand and teachable approach of setting 
and supporting core values and recognizing and celebrating those behaviors 
can be a very effective management technique for creating a committed and 
engaged workforce of ‘visible employees.’ This is a culture no 
organization can afford to be without.”

—Michael R. Losey
President, World Federation of Personnel Management Associations

“The basic principles detailed in The Invisible Employee are simple yet 
profound: (1) setting a guiding vision, (2) seeing employees supporting that 
vision, and (3) praising and celebrating that behavior. Engaging our entire staff by 
using these principles helps Friendly’s provide great memories for our guests.”

—John L. Cutter
CEO and President, Friendly’s Ice Cream Corporation

“The Invisible Employee is a very inventive and original book. 
Combining facts that will surprise you and a fable that will fascinate you, Gostick 
and Elton have crafted a book that educates and entertains. The Invisible 
Employee is a wonderful read with a powerful message, and I highly recommend 
it to leaders at all levels.”

—Jim Kouzes
coauthor of The Leadership Challenge

There is a crisis in business today: the invisible 
employee. Feeling threatened, ignored, and 
unappreciated, invisible employees fi ght back the 
only way they know how—by staying hidden in the 
corporate shadows, doing just enough to get by, 
grumbling about this and that, and passing these 
techniques along to new workers. After all, why 
bother shining when no one notices your achievements? 
Why bother trying when you could be let go in the 
next batch of layoffs?

A business fable packed with hard-won wisdom, 
The Invisible Employee follows a group of people 
who live and work together on a mysterious island. In 
this second edition—updated with new case studies 
and current survey results—managers learn how to 
combat one of the most common negative attitudes 
in business: that smart employees keep their heads 
down and never do more than is asked.

Bestselling authors Adrian Gostick and Chester Elton 
show how effective leaders change this mind-set 
by engaging their people in their cause—setting 
clear goals, encouraging productive behavior, and 
celebrating every success along the way. The end 
result is an organization of productive employees 
who feel noticed, valued, and appreciated. In other 
words, they feel visible.

In today’s competitive environment, all of us are 
looking for the next big product, the next big 
capability or solution. But great managers are fi nding 
that recognizing people leads to a more engaged 
workforce and a more successful business. The 
Invisible Employee shows you how to bring out 
the hidden potential in your team and your business.
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More Praise for
The Invisible Employee

“A gem of a book . . . finding that workers who are
recognized are more productive, have fewer on-
the-job accidents, and translate their satisfaction
into customer satisfaction.”

—The Financial Post

“An incredible book I could not put down. Man-
agers beware, lest your star employees go from
Number One to gone in a blink of an eye. Read
and apply the lessons of this book! Or better yet,
don’t and I’ll hire all your stars when they leave
you.”

—Anthony Lopez, Managing Director
DePuy, a Johnson & Johnson Company
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“The Invisible Employee captures the essence of
how great leaders use employee recognition to
drive excellence. There are gems in every chap-
ter that will help any manager build a more pro-
ductive team. This is a delightful book that every
manager should not only read, but study.”

— Jean-Luc Butel, President,
Medtronic, Asia/Pacific

“This book is a must-read for any employer who
wants to keep talent motivated, inspired, and on
board for years to come. The Invisible Employee
helps managers tap into the real driver of em-
ployee motivation. Learning what motivates in-
dividuals will enable any employer to retain top
talent, provide employees with personal and pro-
fessional growth opportunities, and cultivate em-
ployee loyalty.”

— Scott Northcutt,
Global Executive Vice President, DHL Express
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INTRODUCTION

You can imagine how happy we were when The In-
visible Employee: Realizing the Hidden Potential in
Everyone was first published in 2006 and became
a New York Times bestseller. We knew we had an
important message to share about the potential
of underappreciated employees. We were eager to
show organizations how to transform themselves
by engaging these assets into a juggernaut of ac-
complishment. We were thrilled that the book has
been such a success. We continue to be pleased
that several years later it was still being read.

Even more gratifying have been the conversa-
tions we’ve had with tens of thousands of man-
agers around the globe. The Invisible Employee is
helping them to discover the treasures hiding in
their own offices: their employees. Showing ap-
preciation is a simple concept and a powerful one.
It is easy to implement and gets bottom-line re-
sults fast. That is what has made the book so
successful.

But times, they are a-changin’. As we write
this, the global economy is in such a precarious

xiii
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xiv INTRODUCTION

state that any reasonable person has to wonder
whether it will all implode. Layoffs, bankrupt-
cies, bail-outs, foreclosures and going-out-of-
business signs have become the new landscape of
business.

At your office, we can imagine the talk around
the water cooler. The former hangout for sports
pools, politics, and office gossip has now become
a meeting place for misery: “Have you heard who’s
getting the axe next?”

Not a lot of work is getting done, is it?
The result is a team of employees running

around like chickens with their heads cut off. Ev-
ery one of them thinks that he could very well be
next. Panic breeds panic. Everyone wonders, How
long will the craziness last? The Guinness World
Record for a headless chicken’s survival—in case
you’re wondering—is 18 months, roughly the
same length as an average economic recession.

Those in your office might not think they have
anyone to rescue them, however. They see man-
agement as the enemy. So what is their strategy,
these headless chickens? They hide and hope to
wait it out, doing just enough to get by. They be-
come invisible.

Funny thing, though, this psychological
frenzy can go on and on, even after the crisis
is over. The behavior of playing it safe to avoid
being singled out becomes ingrained. Even the
people with the most potential, those who would
normally become leaders of a team, stop taking
risks. They don’t want to fail. They imagine that
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Introduction xv

the consequences of failure are too great in this
economy.

If ever there was a time for a manager to dis-
cover and nurture his employees, to encourage
innovation, to keep the best and brightest, it’s
now. In fact, given the urgency of current events,
it’s now or never.

Lately, the media has repeatedly compared
the global crisis of 2009 to the catastrophe of
1929, and it has made us think of our parents
who grew up in the wake of the Great Depression.
How did they do it? And even after the Depression
was over, how did it affect the way people work?
Their values?

One of my (Adrian’s) favorite photographs of
my parents was taken in the 1950s. In the photo,
my dad is on a ramshackle Norton 500 motor-
bike, and my mother is seated next to him in a
sidecar. On her lap is their border collie, Puc-
cini. On the pillion behind my father is strapped
a bulky canvas tent and a suitcase.

They were taking
a vacation—before the
kids arrived—camping
on the English coast. A
quick escape from my
dad’s job at Rolls-Royce.
Riding in their first,
rather modest “car.”

When I saw the photo
a few years ago, I smiled and teased my dad,
“They didn’t pay you very well at Rolls, did they?”
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xvi INTRODUCTION

He chuckled and told me the story of joining
Rolls-Royce in Derby, England, as a very young
draftsman of jet airplane components. Now, he
agreed that the company never did pay exorbi-
tant wages. In fact, twenty-five years later, he
would finally leave England for Canada and triple
his salary. And while he did receive numerous
promotions along the way, I’m also afraid Rolls
couldn’t offer Gordon Gostick growth into senior
leadership—since there was a bottleneck of older
talent ahead of him. Still, he did stay there more
than two decades. Why?

My dad explained, “You know, I enjoyed ev-
ery day. You weren’t just a number going to work
at Royce’s. Managers actually talked to you and
listened to what you had to say. When we iden-
tified a problem coming up in taking an engine
concept to manufacturing, those above you in
your department—and in other departments—
would accept the knowledge you’d built up in
your certain area, and they’d modify the design
to improve the final engine. Everybody had their
input.”

When asked what happened when an im-
provement idea came from him, he said simply,
“My name was on the drawing.”

What a simple formula. When he spoke, some-
one listened. When he did something remarkable
that furthered the company’s progress, his name
was on the drawing that went up to management.
And that meant that, every day, he enjoyed going
into work, which is a big deal.
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Introduction xvii

Is it a big deal for you? For your employees?
Here’s a question for you: Does anybody actu-

ally enjoy going to work today?
Wouldn’t it be great if your company were

filled with employees like Gordon Gostick—people
who were excited to go in to work? Not full of em-
ployees who mumble a sad prayer on the train,
“Dear Lord, please strike me down before I get
there,” “Please don’t let me get a pink slip today,”
or worse yet, “Please bless that my boss died over
the weekend in a freak gardening accident.”

In good economic times as well as bad, the for-
mula for business management success is con-
stant: innovate, improve, and compete. The best
companies take advantage of every opportunity,
and that includes risks and rewards. They keep
their best employees, they reward them and mo-
tivate them. They take the long view. In difficult
times, especially, productivity is key. Managers
often have to do more with less. But how?

Unfortunately, most of us work for organiza-
tions like those cited in a study published by the
New York Times, where:

� 25 percent of employees reported being
driven to tears in the workplace.

� 50 percent call their place of work a place of
verbal abuse and yelling.

� 30 percent are regularly given unrealistic
deadlines.

� 52 percent must work 12-hour days to get
the work done.
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xviii INTRODUCTION

The sad thing is most leaders of people have
no idea about the unhealthy state of their work-
places. They’re headless chickens, too. They have
a pretty clear idea of what their bosses want.
They know quite a bit about their customers and
their needs. They can recite by heart their prod-
uct lists. But what do they really know about the
needs of the people who actually get the work
done for them? Hmmm . . . not so much.

And why is that important? Because, quite
simply, employees work harder for people who
care about them as individuals—don’t you? Think
about it for a moment. Whom do you work harder
to please: the boss who is aloof and inattentive,
focused on furthering his career, or the leader
who is actively interested in your work achieve-
ments and asks about your kids and your week-
end fishing passion? The old adage “I don’t care
if they like me as long as they respect me,” is
not only wrong; it’s dangerous in the modern
workplace. Honestly, would you ever say, “Every-
one hates her guts, but you’ve got to respect her
leadership?”

This leadership attitude is causing more than
a few problems with our workforce. One problem
is called presenteeism. Now absenteeism is easy
to spot, but presenteeism describes workers who
show up every day, but who really aren’t there.
They are present, but are limited by physical or
mental issues, obsessed with problems at home,
or, most often, overly concerned with on-the-
job worries. Too many of these folks are burned
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Introduction xix

out, stressed, underutilized, or simply ignored by
their leaders. The Harvard Business Review es-
timates presenteeism costs American businesses
$150 billion annually in direct and indirect costs.
And, even though most studies report that absen-
teeism accounts for an average of 4 lost days of
productivity per employee annually, some studies
report that presenteeism accounts for anywhere
between 16 and 31 days of lost productivity per
employee annually. A full month lost?

Here’s more sobering news about our man-
agerial effectiveness. According to several recent
studies, as many as 30 percent of the average
workforce is “actively disengaged.” That means
up to 3 out of 10 people in your workplace are
not only uncaring about their jobs, the quality
of their work, or giving you their best ideas and
energy, but are actively recruiting others in their
dissent.

And the word on the street is that it’s not go-
ing to get better any time soon. According to one
survey, 90 percent of workers say they want their
leaders to notice their efforts and improve their
recognition and rewards before they will feel com-
mitted to their organizations.

In short, we could write a book about the epi-
demic of Invisible Employees and the chaos they
leave in their wake. And, actually we did.

We began this book a few years ago as part
of our “Carrot” series of business books. Many
of those who read the books asked us to speak
in their organizations, and we found ourselves


