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Leaders and teams have barely had a chance 
to catch their breath in the past few months. 
Things seem to be changing at the speed of 
light, and just when you get your arms around 
one change, another curve ball comes your 
way.  No wonder people are reporting the 
highest stress levels ever recorded by the 
American Institute of Stress!

One of the most difficult-to-manage changes of 
this time is its impact on people.  Some people 
have become angrier, more depressed and 
more overwhelmed as they try to manage their 
daily workload.  These changes in people 
significantly impact the way things are done in 
your business and how people interact with 
each other, which, in turn, directly impacts all 
other outcomes.  

“The way people do things around here” is a 
very simplified definition of culture – and if 
you’re not careful, COVID-19 can sweep away a 
lot of hard work and past progress trying to 
build a strong culture.  This is one reason why 
it makes sense to examine culture from a 
minimalist perspective.  This means simplicity!  
We’re not talking about a full-scale, multi-year 
initiative – just a few important things you can 
do to turn this time into a culture-building, 
rather than a culture-destroying experience.

Here are two very simple, but high-ROI culture 
strategies, which together create an easy-to- follow 
minimalist guide to creating great organizational 
culture during this COVID time.  Each has 
significant power to change the way people 
interact and feel about their work. Let’s take a 
closer look at each of them.

Strategy 1: Tips for Creating 
Positive Emotional Contagion in 
a Negative Time
Emotions spread faster than the coronavirus, both 
positive and negative, and can inspire or deflate 
energy, performance, and the motivation to do 
great work.  You’ve likely observed how people 
seem to “catch” the feelings of others as they work 
together, influencing not just their moods, but 
their judgment and business decisions as well.  
This can hurt everyone around you, given how 
unconscious this phenomenon is – or it can be 
leveraged to your benefit.  Here’s the most 
powerful way to do that.

If every manager in your organization had one 
intentional weekly 15 minute conversation with 
each direct report, this alone would change the 
culture of your organization.  The trick is that these 
meetings are not task accountability meetings, nor 
are they “hi-how-are-you” small-talk conversations.  

These are strategic meetings focused on satisfying four universal needs that if not met, result in 
disengagement and demoralization.  These include the need employees have to:

 Feel valuable – this happens almost by virtue of the fact that you care enough to make time to visit 
individually a priority

 Experience connection/belonging – this happens through genuine asking and listening 

 Learn – this happens as employees share both past successes and new insights with you, and as 
they get to consider where they are stuck and what they need to shift

 Contribute – this happens as you affirm their contributions and successes.

An ICU Acknowledgement reflects that you really see the other person, including their strengths and 
their impact. It meets most of their universal needs. It happens as you look them straight in the eye 
and name a very specific quality, strength, or characteristic you have noticed and appreciated.  Then, 
in a sentence or two tell that person how this has made a difference for you.  It might sound like this: 
“Jack, I can’t help but notice your optimism every day.  You infuse everyone with energy!  You may not 
know this, but you really give me the courage to keep my chin up on hard days.  I just wanted you to 
know that you’re making a difference!

As you finish, you can guarantee that two things will happen at this point.  Jack will walk away from 
your conversation more confident about his success patterns, having had a chance to think through a 
tough challenge and talk through his approach, and commit to something that will help him grow.  On 
top of that, he’ll feel like a million bucks knowing that you value his contribution.  

Additionally, you’ll feel the quiet fulfillment of knowing that you also made a difference just because 
you stopped to have a meaningful 15-minute conversation.

You might be surprised to know that statistically, 68% of all employees feel under-valued and 
under-appreciated, according to Scoro’s research – and this leads to low productivity, disengagement, 
absenteeism, and high turnover.  If you take 15 minutes at least once a week with your employees, they 
will work harder and feel like their work is important, and the warmth will spread like wildfire!

Strategy 2:  Four New Ways to 
Make Team Meetings 
Connected and Meaningful 
When is the last time you had a business 
meeting you looked forward to?  When, ever, 
have you walked away inspired, energized, and 
filled with excitement about the work you do 
because of a team meeting?  If you are like most 
people, you’d likely say, “never.”  All this can 
change, however, if you change your approach 
to meetings, especially if your meetings are 
virtual and people are already feeling 
disconnected.  

Given how important meetings are to building 
connection between team members and 
helping them feel a sense of belonging and 
contribution, having a meeting strategy that 
responds to universal needs of employees can 
be very important to your culture efforts.  Here 
are four simple suggestions to change your 
people’s meeting experience, and thus to give 
them a new perspective about being part of 
your team and company.  Consider how these 
ideas might help

Start with why. Before you launch into 
start of any meeting, begin by pausing to 
articulate the deeper why of the meeting and 
the important purpose(s) for gathering.  You 
may not know it, but you likely have as many 
purposes for meeting as you have people, 
and the failure to speak to the “why” 
increases the likelihood of meeting failure – 
or at least the failure of your people to 
actively engage in the meeting.  The more 
you can speak to the why in a way that 
connects to things they care about, the 
better off you will be.  

This can be as simple as, “We’re here today to 
act as multipliers to each other.  We are only so 
strong individually – and the real power comes 
when we are able to share opposite and varying 
perspectives to help us make wiser choices and 
better strategies.”  You’ll be surprised how 
much this will prepare people to work 
together, jump in and share, and play full out 
during the meeting – as long as you give 
them the opportunity.  

By the way, each time you introduce a new 
item on the agenda, you can be sure to see 
more engagement if you speak first to why 
it’s important.  As Simon Sinek reminds us, 
“always start with why.”

Check for alignment around key 
agreements.  Before you launch into the 
agenda, it helps team members if you ask for 
a willingness to operate from three important 
agreements.  All high functioning teams and 
relationships have three critical agreements 
(formal or informal), which create the 
psychological safety needed for optimal 
performance:

 Unconditional Curiosity.  This means 
having a “no judgment zone” where 
questions are asked freely – and both 
blame as well as judgment are checked 
at the door.

 Purposeful Contribution.  This is an 
invitation for every person to bring their 
puzzle piece, knowing that the team will be 
more successful if all voices are invited in.

 Confident Vulnerability.  This is about 
agreeing to show up with confidence in 
what you know and openness to what 
you don’t, leaning into the possibilities 
created through multiplying perspectives 
and resources (rather than dividing or 
subtracting).

It is important to name these agreements 
and ask for alignment each time, as hearing 
them again, and seeing them modeled 
increases the likelihood of others imitating 
the behaviors – even beyond the meeting 
experience.  It helps people live them.
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Inviting Input Differently.  One of the biggest 
reasons for meeting is to exchange ideas and help 
people see more and accomplish more together.  It 
can be useful to seek others’ ideas in a way that 
engages every voice and pulls in those who are 
typically quiet.  This strategy operates a bit like a 
round robin story-telling experience.  

Once you’ve established the topic, “how to make our 
meetings more productive,” or whatever the need is – 
you invite individuals to follow the order you’ve laid 
out and share their ideas in turn.  It works best if you 
direct the order of sharing – for example, having 
people share alphabetically by first name.   

Here’s the twist, though.  Before sharing their idea, 
they must begin by carefully naming what they 
appreciated about the idea the person before them 
shared.  It sounds like this, “What I loved about what 
you shared is … ________ … and may I add …”  This builds 
connection, leaves people feeling valued because they 
felt heard, and ensures that you get a lot of different 
ideas brought in.  Try it!  Be amazed at the difference 
this will make.

End with meeting evaluation.  As the meeting winds 
down, go around the room and ask each person to 
rate the meeting on a scale of 1-10, and name one 
thing they will do differently next time to help ensure 
the meeting is a “ten.”  You can also ask them to put 
this information in the chat box and read it out.  At 
first, this will feel awkward, however, as it becomes 
expected, it will help team members choose to 
engage, knowing that they will have some version of 
accounting for it at the end of the meeting.

Concluding Thoughts
Most of the time culture is caught, not taught.  It is 
much more than “the invisible rules that make up the 
way things are done around here.”  Culture is actually 
about creating shared mindsets, language, and 
practices, and it is generally created one person at a 
time.  It is built to the degree that each individual 
exercises his/her Self-Leadership in ways that allow 
for clearly seeing and positively influencing self, 
others, and situations.  

If you are consistent about being a Self-Leader, and 
doing the simple things mentioned here, you may be 
surprised at how others around you start to catch on.  
Before you know it, positive culture will be blooming 
all around you!
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1. Attune
 How are you today?
 What were your biggest 
 successes this past
 week?
 When was your energy 
 and performance at its 
 highest?  What helped?

2. Reframe
 What challenges most 
 stretched you?
 What did you learn 
 from the struggles you 
 faced?
 What do you need to 
 help you next time?

3. Complete
 What one thing will 
 most help you be 
 effective this week?
 What action(s) will you 
 commit to take?
 Offer an ICU 
 Acknowledgement 
 (see below)
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This simple discussion follows an ARC and involves three easy-to-remember steps:
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One of the most difficult-to-manage changes of 
this time is its impact on people.  Some people 
have become angrier, more depressed and 
more overwhelmed as they try to manage their 
daily workload.  These changes in people 
significantly impact the way things are done in 
your business and how people interact with 
each other, which, in turn, directly impacts all 
other outcomes.  

“The way people do things around here” is a 
very simplified definition of culture – and if 
you’re not careful, COVID-19 can sweep away a 
lot of hard work and past progress trying to 
build a strong culture.  This is one reason why 
it makes sense to examine culture from a 
minimalist perspective.  This means simplicity!  
We’re not talking about a full-scale, multi-year 
initiative – just a few important things you can 
do to turn this time into a culture-building, 
rather than a culture-destroying experience.

Here are two very simple, but high-ROI culture 
strategies, which together create an easy-to- follow 
minimalist guide to creating great organizational 
culture during this COVID time.  Each has 
significant power to change the way people 
interact and feel about their work. Let’s take a 
closer look at each of them.

Strategy 1: Tips for Creating 
Positive Emotional Contagion in 
a Negative Time
Emotions spread faster than the coronavirus, both 
positive and negative, and can inspire or deflate 
energy, performance, and the motivation to do 
great work.  You’ve likely observed how people 
seem to “catch” the feelings of others as they work 
together, influencing not just their moods, but 
their judgment and business decisions as well.  
This can hurt everyone around you, given how 
unconscious this phenomenon is – or it can be 
leveraged to your benefit.  Here’s the most 
powerful way to do that.

If every manager in your organization had one 
intentional weekly 15 minute conversation with 
each direct report, this alone would change the 
culture of your organization.  The trick is that these 
meetings are not task accountability meetings, nor 
are they “hi-how-are-you” small-talk conversations.  

These are strategic meetings focused on satisfying four universal needs that if not met, result in 
disengagement and demoralization.  These include the need employees have to:

 Feel valuable – this happens almost by virtue of the fact that you care enough to make time to visit 
 individually a priority

 Experience connection/belonging – this happens through genuine asking and listening 

 Learn – this happens as employees share both past successes and new insights with you, and as 
 they get to consider where they are stuck and what they need to shift

 Contribute – this happens as you affirm their contributions and successes.

An ICU Acknowledgement reflects that you really see the other person, including their strengths and 
their impact. It meets most of their universal needs. It happens as you look them straight in the eye 
and name a very specific quality, strength, or characteristic you have noticed and appreciated.  Then, 
in a sentence or two tell that person how this has made a difference for you.  It might sound like this: 
“Jack, I can’t help but notice your optimism every day.  You infuse everyone with energy!  You may not 
know this, but you really give me the courage to keep my chin up on hard days.  I just wanted you to 
know that you’re making a difference!

As you finish, you can guarantee that two things will happen at this point.  Jack will walk away from 
your conversation more confident about his success patterns, having had a chance to think through a 
tough challenge and talk through his approach, and commit to something that will help him grow.  On 
top of that, he’ll feel like a million bucks knowing that you value his contribution.  

Additionally, you’ll feel the quiet fulfillment of knowing that you also made a difference just because 
you stopped to have a meaningful 15-minute conversation.

You might be surprised to know that statistically, 68% of all employees feel under-valued and 
under-appreciated, according to Scoro’s research – and this leads to low productivity, disengagement, 
absenteeism, and high turnover.  If you take 15 minutes at least once a week with your employees, they 
will work harder and feel like their work is important, and the warmth will spread like wildfire!

Strategy 2:  Four New Ways to 
Make Team Meetings 
Connected and Meaningful 
When is the last time you had a business 
meeting you looked forward to?  When, ever, 
have you walked away inspired, energized, and 
filled with excitement about the work you do 
because of a team meeting?  If you are like most 
people, you’d likely say, “never.”  All this can 
change, however, if you change your approach 
to meetings, especially if your meetings are 
virtual and people are already feeling 
disconnected.  

Given how important meetings are to building 
connection between team members and 
helping them feel a sense of belonging and 
contribution, having a meeting strategy that 
responds to universal needs of employees can 
be very important to your culture efforts.  Here 
are four simple suggestions to change your 
people’s meeting experience, and thus to give 
them a new perspective about being part of 
your team and company.  Consider how these 
ideas might help

Start with why.  Before you launch into 
start of any meeting, begin by pausing to 
articulate the deeper why of the meeting and 
the important purpose(s) for gathering.  You 
may not know it, but you likely have as many 
purposes for meeting as you have people, 
and the failure to speak to the “why” 
increases the likelihood of meeting failure – 
or at least the failure of your people to 
actively engage in the meeting.  The more 
you can speak to the why in a way that 
connects to things they care about, the 
better off you will be.  

This can be as simple as, “We’re here today to 
act as multipliers to each other.  We are only so 
strong individually – and the real power comes 
when we are able to share opposite and varying 
perspectives to help us make wiser choices and 
better strategies.”  You’ll be surprised how 
much this will prepare people to work 
together, jump in and share, and play full out 
during the meeting – as long as you give 
them the opportunity.  

By the way, each time you introduce a new 
item on the agenda, you can be sure to see 
more engagement if you speak first to why 
it’s important.  As Simon Sinek reminds us, 
“always start with why.”

   
 

Check for alignment around key 
agreements.  Before you launch into the 
agenda, it helps team members if you ask for 
a willingness to operate from three important 
agreements.  All high functioning teams and 
relationships have three critical agreements 
(formal or informal), which create the 
psychological safety needed for optimal 
performance:

 Unconditional Curiosity.  This means 
 having a “no judgment zone” where 
 questions are asked freely – and both 
 blame as well as judgment are checked 
 at the door.

 Purposeful Contribution.  This is an 
 invitation for every person to bring their 
 puzzle piece, knowing that the team will be 
 more successful if all voices are invited in.

 Confident Vulnerability.  This is about 
 agreeing to show up with confidence in 
 what you know and openness to what 
 you don’t, leaning into the possibilities 
 created through multiplying perspectives 
 and resources (rather than dividing or 
 subtracting).

It is important to name these agreements 
and ask for alignment each time, as hearing 
them again, and seeing them modeled 
increases the likelihood of others imitating 
the behaviors – even beyond the meeting 
experience.  It helps people live them.
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Why?

Inviting Input Differently.  One of the biggest 
reasons for meeting is to exchange ideas and help 
people see more and accomplish more together.  It 
can be useful to seek others’ ideas in a way that 
engages every voice and pulls in those who are 
typically quiet.  This strategy operates a bit like a 
round robin story-telling experience.  

Once you’ve established the topic, “how to make our 
meetings more productive,” or whatever the need is – 
you invite individuals to follow the order you’ve laid 
out and share their ideas in turn.  It works best if you 
direct the order of sharing – for example, having 
people share alphabetically by first name.   

Here’s the twist, though.  Before sharing their idea, 
they must begin by carefully naming what they 
appreciated about the idea the person before them 
shared.  It sounds like this, “What I loved about what 
you shared is … ________ … and may I add …”  This builds 
connection, leaves people feeling valued because they 
felt heard, and ensures that you get a lot of different 
ideas brought in.  Try it!  Be amazed at the difference 
this will make.

End with meeting evaluation.  As the meeting winds 
down, go around the room and ask each person to 
rate the meeting on a scale of 1-10, and name one 
thing they will do differently next time to help ensure 
the meeting is a “ten.”  You can also ask them to put 
this information in the chat box and read it out.  At 
first, this will feel awkward, however, as it becomes 
expected, it will help team members choose to 
engage, knowing that they will have some version of 
accounting for it at the end of the meeting.

Concluding Thoughts
Most of the time culture is caught, not taught.  It is 
much more than “the invisible rules that make up the 
way things are done around here.”  Culture is actually 
about creating shared mindsets, language, and 
practices, and it is generally created one person at a 
time.  It is built to the degree that each individual 
exercises his/her Self-Leadership in ways that allow 
for clearly seeing and positively influencing self, 
others, and situations.  

If you are consistent about being a Self-Leader, and 
doing the simple things mentioned here, you may be 
surprised at how others around you start to catch on.  
Before you know it, positive culture will be blooming 
all around you!
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actively engage in the meeting.  The more 
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better off you will be.  

This can be as simple as, “We’re here today to 
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it’s important.  As Simon Sinek reminds us, 
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Inviting Input Differently.  One of the biggest 
reasons for meeting is to exchange ideas and help 
people see more and accomplish more together.  It 
can be useful to seek others’ ideas in a way that 
engages every voice and pulls in those who are 
typically quiet.  This strategy operates a bit like a 
round robin story-telling experience.  

Once you’ve established the topic, “how to make our 
meetings more productive,” or whatever the need is – 
you invite individuals to follow the order you’ve laid 
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direct the order of sharing – for example, having 
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shared.  It sounds like this, “What I loved about what 
you shared is … ________ … and may I add …”  This builds 
connection, leaves people feeling valued because they 
felt heard, and ensures that you get a lot of different 
ideas brought in.  Try it!  Be amazed at the difference 
this will make.
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down, go around the room and ask each person to 
rate the meeting on a scale of 1-10, and name one 
thing they will do differently next time to help ensure 
the meeting is a “ten.”  You can also ask them to put 
this information in the chat box and read it out.  At 
first, this will feel awkward, however, as it becomes 
expected, it will help team members choose to 
engage, knowing that they will have some version of 
accounting for it at the end of the meeting.

Concluding Thoughts
Most of the time culture is caught, not taught.  It is 
much more than “the invisible rules that make up the 
way things are done around here.”  Culture is actually 
about creating shared mindsets, language, and 
practices, and it is generally created one person at a 
time.  It is built to the degree that each individual 
exercises his/her Self-Leadership in ways that allow 
for clearly seeing and positively influencing self, 
others, and situations.  

If you are consistent about being a Self-Leader, and 
doing the simple things mentioned here, you may be 
surprised at how others around you start to catch on.  
Before you know it, positive culture will be blooming 
all around you!
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will work harder and feel like their work is important, and the warmth will spread like wildfire!

Strategy 2:  Four New Ways to 
Make Team Meetings 
Connected and Meaningful 
When is the last time you had a business 
meeting you looked forward to?  When, ever, 
have you walked away inspired, energized, and 
filled with excitement about the work you do 
because of a team meeting?  If you are like most 
people, you’d likely say, “never.”  All this can 
change, however, if you change your approach 
to meetings, especially if your meetings are 
virtual and people are already feeling 
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start of any meeting, begin by pausing to 
articulate the deeper why of the meeting and 
the important purpose(s) for gathering.  You 
may not know it, but you likely have as many 
purposes for meeting as you have people, 
and the failure to speak to the “why” 
increases the likelihood of meeting failure – 
or at least the failure of your people to 
actively engage in the meeting.  The more 
you can speak to the why in a way that 
connects to things they care about, the 
better off you will be.  

This can be as simple as, “We’re here today to 
act as multipliers to each other.  We are only so 
strong individually – and the real power comes 
when we are able to share opposite and varying 
perspectives to help us make wiser choices and 
better strategies.”  You’ll be surprised how 
much this will prepare people to work 
together, jump in and share, and play full out 
during the meeting – as long as you give 
them the opportunity.  

By the way, each time you introduce a new 
item on the agenda, you can be sure to see 
more engagement if you speak first to why 
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If you would like to ignite others in your organization to activate Self-Leadership, contact Tony 
(email: tmurphy@peopleacuity.com,  phone: 1.952.797.4317) to learn more or set up a free 2-hour virtual 
workshop to awaken others to Self-Leadership tools that increase energy and performance.  Or visit us at 
www.peopleacuity.com.   

People Acuity offers leading-edge leadership development services in thirty-two countries across the globe. 
Their mission is to lift business performance by empowering leaders with crucial skills for today’s new world, 
including Self-Leadership, Proactive Accountability, Coach-like Engagement, Interdependent Collaboration, and 
Transformative Innovation. They provide measurable behavior change and a multi-modality learning approach, 
including globally-acclaimed virtual, live, and online learning supported by coaching.    

This article has been written by DeAnna Murphy – the founder and CEO of People Acuity and principal author 
of Shift Up! Strengths Strategies for Optimal Living and Choose to See You – in collaboration with co-thought leaders, 
Lisa Gregory, and Steve Jeffs.  DeAnna is a Top 100 Global Coaching Leader who has provided keynotes and 
leadership development experiences to leaders and teams all across the globe.

Check for alignment around key 
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agenda, it helps team members if you ask for 
a willingness to operate from three important 
agreements.  All high functioning teams and 
relationships have three critical agreements 
(formal or informal), which create the 
psychological safety needed for optimal 
performance:

 Unconditional Curiosity.  This means 
 having a “no judgment zone” where 
 questions are asked freely – and both 
 blame as well as judgment are checked 
 at the door.

 Purposeful Contribution.  This is an 
 invitation for every person to bring their 
 puzzle piece, knowing that the team will be 
 more successful if all voices are invited in.

 Confident Vulnerability.  This is about 
 agreeing to show up with confidence in 
 what you know and openness to what 
 you don’t, leaning into the possibilities 
 created through multiplying perspectives 
 and resources (rather than dividing or 
 subtracting).

It is important to name these agreements 
and ask for alignment each time, as hearing 
them again, and seeing them modeled 
increases the likelihood of others imitating 
the behaviors – even beyond the meeting 
experience.  It helps people live them.
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Notes:

Inviting Input Differently.  One of the biggest 
reasons for meeting is to exchange ideas and help 
people see more and accomplish more together.  It 
can be useful to seek others’ ideas in a way that 
engages every voice and pulls in those who are 
typically quiet.  This strategy operates a bit like a 
round robin story-telling experience.  

Once you’ve established the topic, “how to make our 
meetings more productive,” or whatever the need is – 
you invite individuals to follow the order you’ve laid 
out and share their ideas in turn.  It works best if you 
direct the order of sharing – for example, having 
people share alphabetically by first name.   

Here’s the twist, though.  Before sharing their idea, 
they must begin by carefully naming what they 
appreciated about the idea the person before them 
shared.  It sounds like this, “What I loved about what 
you shared is … ________ … and may I add …”  This builds 
connection, leaves people feeling valued because they 
felt heard, and ensures that you get a lot of different 
ideas brought in.  Try it!  Be amazed at the difference 
this will make.

End with meeting evaluation.  As the meeting winds 
down, go around the room and ask each person to 
rate the meeting on a scale of 1-10, and name one 
thing they will do differently next time to help ensure 
the meeting is a “ten.”  You can also ask them to put 
this information in the chat box and read it out.  At 
first, this will feel awkward, however, as it becomes 
expected, it will help team members choose to 
engage, knowing that they will have some version of 
accounting for it at the end of the meeting.

Concluding Thoughts
Most of the time culture is caught, not taught.  It is 
much more than “the invisible rules that make up the 
way things are done around here.”  Culture is actually 
about creating shared mindsets, language, and 
practices, and it is generally created one person at a 
time.  It is built to the degree that each individual 
exercises his/her Self-Leadership in ways that allow 
for clearly seeing and positively influencing self, 
others, and situations.  

If you are consistent about being a Self-Leader, and 
doing the simple things mentioned here, you may be 
surprised at how others around you start to catch on.  
Before you know it, positive culture will be blooming 
all around you!
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