
 

 
 

 
www.thefrustratedceo.com 

Let’s Get Practical  
What If Your Employees Were Volunteers? 
Episode 29 - Interview with Karen Matthews 

 
As a leader, talk is cheap. Action is what counts and practice makes a difference. Below are 
practical steps to improve performance.     

• Your people will do more for you when they feel compassion from you and know you 
have empathy for their needs. This requires you to recognize each individual and identify 
what makes them tick. You obviously can’t or won’t be able to meet every need your 
employees have, but find out which ones you can meet, and then get working on those. 
The reality is you simply can’t expect employees to stay, let alone go above and beyond, 
when they don’t believe you care for and about them. But when they believe you have 
their best interest in mind, care about them and want to see them do well, the majority of 
your people will go to the mat for you and outperform your expectations. 
 

• Lead by example. As we heard in this episode, no one worked harder, played harder, or 
cared more than Karen Matthews, leader of the 50-person volunteer squad in charge of 
the community garden at Lower Nehalem Community Trust. You, the senior leader of 
your organization, must carry the torch of the Vision, Mission, purpose, culture and 
expectations for the team, and no one should be asked to do what you’re unwilling to do. 
You’ll know you’re doing it right when you don’t even need to say a word because your 
actions speak well enough for you, especially since your employees are always watching 
what you do to ensure it aligns with your words. 
 

• Set people up for success, not failure. You’d think this one is obvious, yet many 
employees often feel like they’re set up to fail because expectations are unrealistic, 
resources are scarce, support is lacking, and the target keeps moving. To set your people 
up for success, you have to understand the circumstances they operate in, their 
motivations, what they’re passionate about, and what they value. Learn that and 
incorporate it into your decisions and thought-processes to make it easy for them to 
succeed. 
 

• Know and leverage the currencies at your disposal. We talked way back in Episode 22 
with Beno Memory about one such currency – autonomy – that you have at your 
fingertips to use as currency to motivate others. Here in Episode 30 with Karen Matthews, 
you hear about three additional currencies – food, love, and fire – that she could offer her 
team of 50 volunteers as reward for their efforts. Perhaps some or all of these are 
currencies you have in your business to offer your people for a job well done, or maybe 
the currencies you have are entirely different. The point is you’ve got to figure out what 
motivates your people, then generously give these currencies away to motivate and 
reward your people. Pro Tip: Currencies aren’t always monetary. 
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• We’re all replaceable, including you. As a Senior Leader, you’re obviously important to 

the organization and your customers. Perhaps you’re even an important figurehead to 
external investors or the industry. Even so, don’t forget that everyone, including the CEO, 
is replaceable. To protect the long-term health of your organization, keep this in mind and 
resist creating a leadership team or structure such that the business falls apart when 
you’re not there. Not only is this a responsible and caring approach for your people, it’s 
just prudent for business continuity during a pandemic when anyone could need extended 
time away from the office. Develop next-level leaders who can step in for you and other 
key leaders when necessary. 
 

• Consistently teach, educate and apply learning in alignment with your mission. In 
essence, this boils down to cultural integration, something Desh Urs spoke about in 
episode 29: Data as a Strategic Asset. Everything you do should align with your purpose to 
reinforce its importance to everyone. As Karen Matthews spoke about in this episode, it 
took a few years of her repeatedly reinforcing the mission until she found others on her 
volunteer team who understood it and could teach and educate others as the team grew. 
Consistency is the key to success when it comes to integrating everyone into your mission 
and culture. 
 

• Be proactive in the face of disruptions. Obviously, there’s balance when it comes to 
moving forward in the face of disruption. You want to gather data and incorporate it into 
the plans you make, but moving quickly and decisively is often the key to coming through 
disruptions positively and ahead of your competition. Engage others on your team to 
quickly identify what needs to change and what your people will need from you in order 
to adjust, then move together as a leadership team to respond quickly and with purpose. 
 

• Don’t forget to break bread together with your people. In all likelihood, you don’t think 
twice about taking key clients, vendors and stakeholders to lunch or dinner to enhance 
your interactions and build stronger relationships. Well, your people like to eat, too, and 
they’re just as important, if not moreso, than clients, vendors and stakeholders. 
Everything is better over a meal, and breaking bread together creates shared experiences 
during which positive interactions sow seeds that grow into great cultures and high-
performing teams. Pull your team together, share a meal and get to know each other 
better than you do today. 
 

• Use the buddy system to integrate new members into the team and company culture. 
Why is this important? Because team members who are integrated into the culture and  
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feel like they belong to the team stay longer than employees whose sole benefit from the 
company is a paycheck. Pairing up your new folks with established employees who 
represent the company well and can articulate your mission, purpose and culture will 
accelerate their onboarding and cement them to the company far better than an HR- or 
supervisor-led onboarding program alone. 
 
For more on this topic, listen to Episode 30: What If Your Employees Were Volunteers? 
with Karen Matthews, and Episode 29: Data as a Strategic Asset with Desh Urs. 
 

• If you want results, you have to make it as easy as possible for your people. Ironically, 
we heard this almost verbatim from Desh Urs in Episode 29, so maybe there’s something 
to it! If you want your team to be successful, and why wouldn’t you, then your primary job 
should be removing the obstacles in their way. Make it easy for them to accomplish their 
goals. Remove the barriers and frustrations that sap energy and motivation. You’d be 
amazed what people can accomplish when they’re not wasting time overcoming obstacles 
because you’ve already taken care of that for them. By the way, they’ll come to love you 
for it because you’re directly contributing to their own successes and accomplishments. 
 

• People will rise to the occasion when they’re passionate enough. If you want more 
above-and-beyond stories from the people in your organization, find out what drives 
them, what they’re passionate about and what motivates them, then align them to those 
passions and get out of the way. Your own career is likely riddled with success stories 
when you outperformed all expectations because a core passion fed your energy and 
drive. Your people are no different. If you’ve got underperformers – or even just some 
‘meets expectations’ performers on the team today, it’s likely they’ve lost the fire that 
comes from a passionate place. Find out what that passion is and how to align their work 
to it, and you may see that fire return more quickly than you thought possible. 
 

• Loosen up and lighten up a bit. Business is serious and the pressures on your plate are 
real, but it’s also okay to have fun. In fact, some might say it’s not just okay, it’s 
imperative. Organizations that aren’t having fun almost always have a CEO at the top who 
isn’t having fun, and that cascades down through the organization and sucks the life and 
energy out of the business. You might argue that too much fun impedes getting the work 
done, but statistics suggest the opposite is truer more often: the lack of sufficient fun in 
the workplace slows productivity and results in higher turnover and more employee sick-
days. When times are tough, double down on creating fun for the company. And not just a 
single event, either. Work to make laughter a regular part of the workday and culture. 
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• Surround yourself with leaders who show a desire to lead and have the qualities you 

believe are important. Not everyone holding a leadership position desires or knows how 
to lead others, and each person on your team in this category makes your job 
exponentially more difficult. Conversely, leaders who desire to lead others and are 
committed to doing it well lighten your load and resolve chronic issues caused by poor 
leadership that would hold back any organization. Surround yourself with people who see 
value in others, who are naturally curious and growth-minded, and who share your core 
values. Every CEO is different, so one CEO’s great leader may not be a good fit for another. 
Be clear about what you want and don’t settle for less. 
 

• Don’t be afraid to fail. The majority of CEOs convey this message to the people in their 
organizations, yet their own fear of failure can become immobilizing and have a significant 
impact on health and happiness. Failure is never the end of the story. Rather, it’s part of 
the deal whenever you’re trying to innovate. It’s not fatal, it moves us forward and is a 
necessary part of success. In fact, you may find it helpful to just remember that failure and 
success are on the same path, and you’ll never get the latter without the former. 
 
 

To listen to this Episode again and tune in to episodes that you may have missed, go to 
http://www.thefrustratedceo.com/. 


