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Individual Performance: 
Bringing Our Best to Work 

BY BOB GREENFIELD

I
 often wonder if we are truly bringing our

“best” to work.  Or if we even think we

should.  In fact, I’m pretty sure that

many of us don’t.  

Everyone aspires to something at work. 

Some may have grander aspirations than

others, but we all have ideas about what

we are looking for in the future.  When I

reflect on the oft-repeated observation

that “life is a journey and not a

destination”, it’s easy for me to conclude

that our career aspirations are often

misplaced.  My experience working with

organizations for the last 18 years suggests

that many more people aspire to a career

destination (e.g., a title, salary, level of

power, etc.) than to a quality and way of

being at work that will serve them

regardless of where they are on a career

path.  Those destination-oriented

aspirations can come at the expense of the

quality of one’s journey.  It is possible to

become so focused on quickly arriving at a

future destination that we compromise the

quality of our presence.

Which takes me back to bringing our best

to work.  What does this mean, and why is

it important?  Bringing your best to work

means consistently putting forth nothing

short of your best effort on behalf of your

employer in a manner that represents you

at your very best as a person.  Not just the

best technician, analyst, or manager you

can be; but the best person you can be. 

Bringing your best to work means avoiding

the numerous counterproductive games

that employees engage in at the expense

of the organization’s productivity.  And it

means demonstrating that quality

regardless of whether or not your boss,

coworker, or even customer deserves it. 

Many of us sacrifice a portion of our

goodness at work simply because we do not

think our employer deserves it.  Life is too

short to lower your standards while you are

at work.  And moreover, the choices you

make at work each day determine the kind

of person that you become.  It may be

stating the obvious, but the journey

dictates the destination.

It doesn’t matter if your boss is a tyrant,

the company has wronged you, or your

customers are obnoxious.  Who are you

really hurting by withholding your best and

lowering your standards?  Customers can

always go to a competitor, and rest

assured that the company can take your

best punch.  The party you harm the most

in diminishing the quality of who you are at

work...is you.  Most agree that people are

better off when they are more trusting,

forgiving, open to criticism, and the other

things that come to mind when we think of

what it means to truly be the best person

we can.  Yet we still find all kinds of
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reasons not to bring those qualities to

work.  Why?  What are we waiting for?  A

promotion?  For the other guy to start? 

Again, we’re hurting ourselves most, and

we’re wasting time for good measure.  One

of the few things that we can actually

control in life and at work is the kind of

person we are.  Each day, we get to

decide.  You might not think you are

making conscious decisions about this, but

every action you take at work is an act of

self-definition.  

Does striving to be the best person you can

become at work mean you can no longer be

a highly driven, competitive person on the

job?  Not at all.  Competing with co-

workers usually gets a bad rap, particularly

with today’s emphasis on teamwork and

collaboration.  However, being your best at

work should go hand-in-hand with being

competitive.  The question is what exactly

will you be competing at?  

Competing at work is not at odds with good

personhood as long as you are clear about

your direction and principled in your

purpose.  Are you competing for credit? 

Are you trying to outdo others by

denigrating coworkers so you can look

better by contrast?  Are you trying to win

at a coworkers’ or another department’s

expense?  Or, are you trying to outshine

others at being a team player, at integrity,

at delivering results for the company’s

customers?  How about outshining your

peers at exercising good judgement? 

These are qualities of leadership, and

effective leadership is usually recognized

and rewarded by organizations.  

When competing with coworkers, a reliable

compass is critical.  Without an

appropriately calibrated compass, you can

lose direction and distort your purpose. 

The danger is that you will narrowly equate

competitiveness with intensity, and expose

yourself and your agenda as self-centered. 

A reliable compass must be calibrated to

the organization’s agenda (i.e., mission

and values) rather than to your personal

ambition.  Focusing on the organization’s

agenda puts you on the competitive high

road and provides you with an unassailable

sense of direction.  

Competition is a fundamental pursuit of

organizations and a way of life within

them.  You won’t go far without learning

to compete effectively.  It may be the case

that we are all created equal, but it

doesn’t follow that we all perform equally

at work.  You know this, and so does your

boss.  Somebody is going to be a star

performer and a positive example in your

work place.  Why not you?
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