
The Power of Mattering at Work 

1. Chapter Overview 

In a volatile corporate environment where burnout is a constant threat and talent is 
increasingly scarce, "mattering" has emerged as a critical strategic lever for 
organizational health. Beyond mere productivity, mattering addresses the fundamental 
human need to be seen, heard, and valued within the professional sphere. When 
leaders cultivate a sense of significance through consistent, everyday interactions, they 
move beyond the transactional utility of the workforce to foster deep-seated 
engagement and psychological safety. This shift—recognizing that employees are not 
interchangeable units of labor but unique contributors—is the cornerstone of modern 
management excellence, as explored in the conceptual foundations of individual 
significance.Learning Objectives 

• Distinguish  between traditional employee engagement metrics and the person-
centric focus of mattering. 

• Analyze  the "Chess vs. Checkers" management philosophy to identify how 
individual uniqueness drives team performance. 

• Implement  a systematic approach to identifying the "Three Levers" of employee 
significance: strengths, triggers, and learning styles. 

• Evaluate  the role of psychological safety in fostering a culture of candor where 
employees feel significant enough to take interpersonal risks. 

• Implement  a structured cadence of one-on-one interactions designed to 
reinforce employee visibility and value. 

• Analyze  the impact of "everyday interactions" on long-term retention compared 
to infrequent, large-scale recognition events.With these strategic objectives 
established, we must first master the precise definitions that allow a manager to 
transition from superficial politeness to meaningful leadership. 

2. Core Concepts and Definitions 

Precise definitions are essential for managers seeking to move beyond superficial 
engagement tactics toward a culture of significance. Without a clear conceptual 
framework, efforts to make employees "feel good" often devolve into enforced 
politeness, which lacks the strategic depth required to drive actual performance. 
Understanding mattering requires a fundamental shift in how a leader views the human 
beings within their organization.Defining Mattering and Significance  Based on the 
foundational principles of organizational psychology,  Mattering  is the psychological 
result of everyday interactions that make employees feel more significant. It is the 
realization that one’s presence and contributions are not only noticed but are vital to the 



collective.  Employee Significance  is defined as the process of treating individuals as 
multifaceted people rather than "mere means to an end." It involves discovering and 
celebrating what is unique about each person—their specific abilities, life experiences, 
and even their eccentricities.Mattering vs. Traditional Employee 
Engagement  Traditional "Employee Engagement" frequently focuses on the  utility  of 
the worker—measuring output, compliance with deadlines, and alignment with 
corporate goals. In contrast,  Mattering  focuses on the person’s inherent value. While 
engagement asks, "Is this person producing for the organization?", mattering asks, "Is 
the organization recognizing this person’s unique contribution?" Great managers realize 
that while engagement is additive, mattering is a multiplier; a person who feels 
significant is inherently more committed to the mission.These definitions provide the 
necessary framework for understanding the mechanics of how significance is actually 
delivered through daily management. 

3. Detailed Conceptual Explanation: The Mechanics of Significance 

The strategic importance of "everyday interactions" cannot be overstated; they are the 
primary vehicle for delivering a sense of mattering. Large-scale, infrequent recognition 
events often feel performative and impersonal, whereas small, frequent moments of 
connection serve as a constant reinforcement of an individual's worth.The "So What?" 
of Everyday Interactions  Small moments—noticing an employee’s specific attention 
to detail, acknowledging a unique personal attribute, or asking an insightful question—
have a higher impact on employee retention than annual bonuses. This is because 
these interactions mitigate the feeling of being "invisible." The "So What?" layer reveals 
that when employees feel invisible, they stop taking initiative. When they feel 
significant, they take ownership. This is the difference between a team that follows 
orders and a team that innovates.Logical Progression: Playing Chess, Not 
Checkers  TheChapter argues that everyday interactions are a manager's most 
powerful tool for three logical reasons: 

1. Discovery of Uniqueness:  Great managers "play chess." In checkers, pieces are 
uniform and move the same way (interchangeable). In chess, each piece moves 
differently. Everyday interactions allow a manager to learn how each "piece" 
moves. 

2. Capitalizing on Eccentricity:  Rather than trying to change an employee’s style, 
great managers use small interactions to spot "idiosyncrasies"—like a specific 
knack for organization or an ability to calm customers—and tweak roles to fit 
those strengths. 

3. Building Interdependency:  By highlighting unique strengths through daily 
feedback, managers teach team members to need each other, creating a 
cohesive unit where individuals fill each other's gaps.These conceptual 



mechanics are most effectively deployed through structured models that ensure 
no individual is overlooked. 

4. Frameworks and Models for Mattering 

Structured frameworks allow managers to systematically ensure that no employee is 
left feeling "invisible" or "underutilized." By moving from instinctive "being nice" to a 
deliberate model of individual capitalization, managers can ensure their team's dignity 
is consistently reinforced.The Three Levers of Individual Significance  To manage for 
mattering, a leader must master three specific levers for every direct report: 

• The Strength Lever:  Managers must identify not just what an employee is good 
at, but what they find  intrinsically satisfying . A strength is a predilection that 
provides energy. Identifying this ensures the employee feels their "true self" is 
being utilized. 

• The Trigger Lever:  Significance is activated by specific environmental triggers. 
This includes knowing if an employee values public praise (an audience of peers) 
or a quiet one-on-one (an audience of the boss), and understanding whether 
they thrive on independence or frequent check-ins. 

• The Learning Style Lever:  Managers must tailor their coaching to how an 
employee absorbs information—whether they are an  Analyzer  (needs all info 
before starting), a  Doer  (learns through trial and error), or a  Watcher  (needs to 
see the "complete picture" of the performance).Step-by-Step Guide: The One-
on-One Mattering Process 

1. Establish Cadence:  Commit to a regular 1:1 (ideally weekly) to ensure 
consistency. 

2. The 50/90 Rule:  Ensure the employee speaks for 50% to 90% of the time. This 
shifts the focus from the manager's "to-do list" to the employee's "evolving 
story." 

3. Active Inquiry:  Ask open-ended questions about their "best day at work" to 
unearth strengths and "worst day" to identify energy drains. 

4. Collaborative Problem Solving:  When hurdles arise, use the employee's viable 
solutions even if they differ from your own. This validates their judgment and 
increases their sense of agency.When these frameworks are integrated into 
standard operating procedures, the strategic implications for leadership style are 
transformative. 

5. Applications and Implications 

For a new manager, adopting a "mattering-first" culture requires a shift from "control" to 
"release." Success is no longer measured by how well you can mold employees into a 



preset image of a role, but by how well you can release their unique talents into the 
organization.Daily Management Integration 

• One-on-Ones as "Focused Space":  These meetings should not be for tactical 
fires. They are the venue for the employee to share their "needs, concerns, and 
hopes." This makes the employee's internal experience visible and significant. 

• Role Tweaking:  Managers should continuously "shuffle existing hierarchies" by 
reassigning tasks based on who is best suited for them, regardless of traditional 
rungs. If a junior employee is the best "analyzer," let their expertise trump the 
senior's in that specific domain. 

• Feedback as "Love":  In a culture of mattering, feedback is not a "monster" but a 
bond-builder. It shows the employee that their growth is important enough to 
warrant a difficult conversation.Industry Relevance and Competitive 
Advantage  In a talent-scarce market, the ability to make employees feel 
significant is a primary competitive advantage. Companies that "play chess" see 
faster innovation because they are not wasting time trying to force a "knight" to 
move like a "bishop." Organizations prioritizing mattering enjoy higher employee 
satisfaction and deeper customer relationships because their people are 
allowed to bring their multidimensional profiles to work.Transitioning to this style 
is not without risk, as common misunderstandings can lead to perceptions of 
insincerity. 

6. Common Misunderstandings and Conceptual Errors 

Misapplying the principle of mattering can lead to perceptions of manipulation. If 
employees feel their "significance" is merely a management tactic to extract more labor, 
trust will evaporate.Typical Conceptual Errors 

• The "Nice" Misconception:  Creating a safe environment is not about being 
"nice." Psychological safety—a prerequisite for mattering—is "felt permission for 
candor." Many "nice" workplaces are actually unsafe because people feel they 
cannot be honest or vulnerable. 

• The Budget Myth:  Managers often assume mattering requires a large budget for 
awards. In reality, the most powerful trigger is personalized recognition, which is 
free. A Harley-Davidson for one person and a college fund for another’s child 
(The Dream Awards model) is about  knowing  the person, not just the dollar 
amount. 

• The "Molding" Fallacy:  Average managers try to "fix" or "transform" employees 
to fit a role. Great managers realize that most differences are enduring and 
resistant to change. The goal is to manage  around  weaknesses 
and  for  strengths.Mattering vs. Superficial Politeness  Superficial politeness 



creates distance; mattering creates connection. Politeness is about following 
social norms to avoid discomfort. Mattering is about embracing the discomfort 
of vulnerability—sharing your own idiosyncrasies and asking "What did you 
learn?" after a failure rather than "What went wrong?"Summarizing these lessons 
helps solidify the manager's commitment to leading through significance. 

7. Chapter Summary: Key Takeaways 

The Power of Small Actions 

1. Visibility Over Rewards:  Simple "everyday interactions" (eye contact, active 
listening) are more powerful than large-scale recognition events. 

2. The "Chess" Philosophy:  Treat people as unique pieces with specific 
movements, not as uniform checkers. 

3. Idiosyncrasies are Assets:  Capitalize on employee eccentricities rather than 
trying to iron them out.Defining the Impact  4.   Utility vs. Humanity:  View 
employees as multifaceted individuals, not just tools for output. 
5.   Psychological Safety:  Foster an environment where candor is expected and 
mistakes are treated as "raw material for learning." 6.   Self-Assurance Over 
Self-Awareness:  Focus on reinforcing an employee's belief in their ability to 
overcome obstacles (self-efficacy).Structural Implementation  7.   The Three 
Levers:  Systematically manage for Strengths, Triggers, and Learning Styles. 
8.   The 1:1 Foundation:  Regular, employee-driven one-on-ones are the "place 
where leadership happens." 9.   Release, Not Transformation:  Invest time in 
tweaking the environment to give unique styles free rein, rather than trying to 
change the person. 10.  Actionable Feedback:  Use feedback as a "bond-
builder" to demonstrate that the employee's professional growth is a priority. 

8. Reflection and Discussion Questions 

Conceptual Synthesis Questions 

1. How does the "Chess vs. Checkers" analogy redefine the new manager’s role in 
"organizing" a team? 

2. Analyze the relationship between "felt permission for candor" and an employee’s 
sense of significance. Why is one impossible without the other? 

3. How does focusing on "intrinsic satisfaction" (Strengths) change the 
psychological contract between an employee and their manager? 

4. Evaluate the statement: "Great managing is about release, not transformation." 
What does a manager lose when they stop trying to "fix" their employees? 



5. In what ways can a manager’s own vulnerability (sharing their idiosyncrasies) 
catalyze a culture of mattering for the entire team?Application-Based 
Questions 

6. Design a 1:1 agenda for an "Analyzer" who is currently struggling with a new, 
ambiguous project. How do you reinforce their significance while meeting their 
need for information? 

7. Identify a "weakness" in a current team member. Apply the "Three Levers" 
framework to find a way to manage  around  that weakness rather than lecturing 
them on it. 

8. Scenario: A high-performer has just failed on a visible project. Draft a 
conversation script that uses the "Mattering" logic to focus on their growth and 
self-efficacy rather than blame. 

 


