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O

K EXTRACT

W
hen your tim

e 
is their business  

From
 co-w

orkers, acquaintances and friends of friends, 
people w

ho try to w
ear you dow

n and steal your tim
e 

are on the rise. In Jerks at W
ork: Toxic Cow

orkers and 
W

hat to D
o About Them

, Tessa W
est outlines w

hy 
this trend is happening, how

 to spot the tim
e thieves 

com
ing and w

hat you should do about it. 

M
ax Ringelm

ann, a French professor 
of agricultural engineering, noticed 
a troubling pattern w

ith his oxen. They 
had a hard tim

e staying m
otivated w

hen pulling 
loads alone – stopping to bask in the sun three 
or four tim

es before m
aking it across the "eld –

so he put them
 on team

s. O
xen, like people, 

he "gured, could bene"t from
 a little team

 spirit. 
But, to his dism

ay, the opposite happened. The 
oxen didn't kick one another into gear – they m

ade 
one another lazier. Three or four oxen w

orked 
at the sam

e pace as a single ox w
orking alone. 

W
hat about people? Surely hum

an beings are 
m

ore m
otivated to w

ork hard than farm
 anim

als? 
A

sking him
self these very questions, 

Ringelm
ann had 20 young m

en com
plete 

26 back-to-back physical challenges, either alone 
or in team

s, in one of the "rst-ever recorded 
psychology experim

ents. H
e found that, like the 

oxen, the m
ore m

en he put on a team
, the less e#ort 

each m
an put in. In groups of eight, the m

en put in 
50%

 of the e#ort they put in w
hen w

orking alone. 
The Ringelm

ann e#ect, com
m

only know
n 

as social loa"ng, is one of the m
ost tried and true 

phenom
ena in psychology. People decrease the 

am
ount of e#ort they put into a job the m

ore 
people they have on their team

. It happens in all 
industries, all cultures and across all levels w

ithin 
an organization. If you w

ork on a team
, you w

ill, 
at som

e point, encounter the Ringelm
ann e#ect. 

It's at the heart of the free-rider problem
 at w

ork.
I o$en assum

ed that free riders thrive because 
no one cares or no one is paying attention. 
I believed that strong team

s couldn't possibly 
fall victim

 to them
. I w

as w
rong. In fact, m

any 
of the sam

e traits that m
ake team

s w
ork w

ell 
together also m

ake them
 vulnerable to free riding. 

I call them
 the Three C

s: conscientiousness, 
cohesion and collective rew

arding. 

THE THREE Cs

You aren't destined to have a free-riding problem
 if your group 

has one (or m
ore) of the Three C

s, but you are at risk. D
oes this 

m
ean that you don't have to w

orry about free riders if you w
ork 

alone? N
ope. Lots of free riders target individuals. They are 

outsiders or new
com

ers, looking for a quick w
ay to get ahead. 

They target the m
ost generous people at w

ork, the 
bleeding hearts w

ho feel guilty saying ‘no’. I call these free 
riders ‘tim

e thieves’. For all types of free riders, prevention is 
about early detection and putting steps in place that signal to 
opportunistic free riders, ‘You w

on't get aw
ay w

ith that shit 
here.’ It's also about setting boundaries, not only for your 
free rider but also for yourself.

C
onscientiousness is one of the biggest predictors of 

success at w
ork, if not in life. Everyone w

ants to w
ork w

ith 
conscientious people. They are reliable, disciplined and good 
at redirecting the group w

hen people get distracted. A
nd, if 

you get a group of them
 together w

orking on som
ething they 

care about, they dom
inate. They also m

ake the perfect nesting 
spot for an opportunistic free rider. W

hy? C
onscientious team

 
m

em
bers alm

ost alw
ays com

pensate for free riders instead 
of m

aking them
 do their fair share. Im

agine a beehive that w
as 

just torn apart by a hungry bear. The go-getter bees, solely 
focused on the task at hand, w

ill quickly get to repairing the 
hive, com

pensating for the lazy bees. In fact, they m
ight even 

overcom
pensate, building a beehive that's stronger than 

the one they had before the bear cam
e along.

The sam
e thing happens at w

ork. The group goes 
above and beyond w

hat they w
ould have done if they 

didn't have a free rider. For conscientious people w
ho 

are afraid of failure, slackers are strong m
otivators. 

O
ne outcom

e of this process is that team
s w

ith free 
riders are rated m

ore positively by their m
anagers than 

team
s w

ithout them
. Because conscientious w

orkers 
overcom

pensate for free riders, these team
s actually 

do m
ore w

ork than the team
s w

ithout them
. 

G
roups need cohesion to survive. W

ithout it, interactions 
are fraught, painful and rarely productive. A

t w
ork, cohesion 

usually protects groups against free riders: the closer people 
feel to one another, the m

ore m
otivated they are to w

ork hard 
for the sake of the group. But, som

etim
es, w

hen w
e w

ork w
ell 

together, task goals give w
ay to social goals – w

e slow
ly spend 

less tim
e w

orking and m
ore tim

e socializing. It's only natural 
that people w

ho w
ork w

ell together w
ill also w

ant to play 
together. In fact, betw

een 10%
 and 20%

 of us m
eet our 

rom
antic partners at w

ork. But, w
hen you get along w

ell 

w
ith the people in your group, it's easy to let your guard 

dow
n, allow

ing socially skilled free riders to rest com
fortably 

on their laurels. Lastly, cohesion m
akes it hard to confront free 

riders. W
e don't like calling out the people w

e like. 
In 2018, V

asyl Taras – a professor at the U
niversity of 

N
orth C

arolina at G
reensboro's Bryan School of Business and 

Econom
ics – and his colleagues identi"ed 77 free riders w

hose 
team

 m
em

bers all said they did little to no w
ork on a team

 
project. Even though each person w

as show
n strong evidence 

of their ow
n free riding (such as m

ultiple w
eekly com

plaints 
by all their team

 m
em

bers), only 35.1%
 fully adm

itted 
to m

aking no e#ort; 42.8%
 said the reports about them

 w
ere 

not entirely true; and 22.1%
 denied them

 com
pletely. It's hard 

to get free riders to ow
n up to their behavior. 

V
asyl and his colleagues' free riders had decent excuses 

for their behavior. M
any told the team

 that they w
ere 

overw
helm

ed w
ith other w

ork; others had a hard tim
e 

accessing w
hatever com

m
unication tool the team

 w
as using. 

You m
ight expect these free riders to em

erge out of groups 
w

ith con%ict, but that w
as not the case. In fact, only 7.8%

 
of free riders in their study experienced any form

 of 
interpersonal con%ict. G

enerally speaking, these team
s 

w
ere full of people w

ho got along – w
ere friends, even. 

CO
LLECTIVE REW

ARDING

In the past year or so, I've noticed a huge trend tow
ard 

rew
arding the collective at w

ork. In fact, m
ore than half 

of all public com
panies use som

e version of collective pay 
for perform

ance (PFP), w
here people get paid based on how

 
w

ell their team
 did. C

om
paring individuals to one another, 

the logic goes, encourages M
achiavellianism

, reduces 
people's w

illingness to adm
it m

istakes, and fuels resentm
ent. 

Rew
arding the collective m

otivates people to w
ork harder.

Som
e of this is true. O

nce people realize that, despite 
w

orking as a team
, only one of them

 w
ill get the bonus, they 

tend to turn into the boys from
 Lord of the Flies. The w

orst 
version of this happens w

hen com
panies leverage peer 

feedback – the ratings that team
 m

em
bers give of one another 

– to single out one person to get an extra bonus or higher raise 
than everyone else. This strategy sabotages team

 dynam
ics. 

Rew
arding the collective seem

s fair, especially if everyone 
contributed equally to the group's success. 

But w
hat happens w

hen you can't tell w
ho did w

hat? You 
lose w

hat social scientists call evaluation potential: the ability 
to sort out w

hat each person contributed to a group's "nal 
product. Low

 evaluation potential is one of the strongest, m
ost 

Team
s w

ith free riders are rated m
ore positively by their 

m
anagers than team

s w
ithout them

. Because conscientious 
w

orkers overcom
pensate for free riders, these team

s actually 
do m

ore w
ork than the team

s w
ithout them

. 

“
”

The travel industry, as it currently 
operates, isn't sustainable. A

 2019 study 
by the International C

ouncil on C
lean 

Transportation found that airline 
em

issions had increased by 32%
 from

 
2013 to 2018 – 70%

 faster than the 
U

nited N
ations had anticipated. A

s a 
result, by 2050, aviation em

issions could 
account for a quarter of the global carbon 
budget that w

e'll need to em
brace 

to lim
it global w

arm
ing to 1.5°C

. To 
reverse clim

ate change and regenerate 
our soils, oceans and land, w

e m
ust 

m
ove beyond sustainability – and fast. 

Som
e carbon sequestration solutions 

suggested by environm
entalist Paul 

H
aw

ken's Project D
raw

dow
n include 

reforestation and fostering gender 
equality; through these, tourism

 can 
act as a vehicle to reverse clim

ate change. 
Take the O

asy H
otel in Tuscany, w

hich 
w

as born to conserve the biodiversity 
of the W

W
F-a&

liated nature reserve 
w

here it's located through agriculture, 
breeding and scienti"c research. It's 
also developing a forest fund for the 
active protection of Italian w

oodlands. 
H

otels and destinations everyw
here 

could im
plem

ent such practices. 
U

nfortunately, m
uch of the travel 

industry has been disconnected to 
people and place. Regenerative travel 
builds a fram

ew
ork that re-establishes 

that core experience, w
hich is non-

extractive and inclusive, diverse and 
equitable. Regenerative principles are 
em

erging as the future of tourism
, w

ith 
the potential and capacity to create 
better conditions for people and life 
to %ourish. In H

aw
aii and N

ew
 Zealand, 

lots of destinations are already adopting 
regenerative recovery strategies. 

A
 solution to reverse clim

ate change 
is to replenish and repair the dam

age 
w

e have done to our environm
ent and 

com
m

unities. Travel has the capacity 
to inspire transform

ation, and each hotel 
or destination can help. A

s an industry, 
w

e have a responsibility to rebuild in a 
w

ay that m
akes it easy for people to 

m
ake sure there's a better relationship 

betw
een vacation and values. 

•
 Am

anda H
o is the co-founder and C

EO
 

of booking platform
 Regenerative Travel. 
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This is an edited extract from
 

Jerks at W
ork: Toxic Cow

orkers 
and W

hat to D
o About Them

 
by Tessa W

est (Penguin). 

consistent predictors of social loa"ng – or free riding – 
in team

s. O
nce people realize that their individual 

contributions aren't kept track of, they tend to slack o#.
This m

ight seem
 like an obvious point, but I've heard 

m
any bosses claim

 that individual contributions shouldn't 
be used to evaluate people if the team

 can't m
ake it w

ork 
as a w

hole. This is a dangerous m
ove, especially if you have 

team
 m

em
bers w

ho lack intrinsic m
otivation or feel 

dispensable. It also m
akes your team

 vulnerable to credit 
stealers – the other jerk at w

ork w
ho takes advantage 

of am
biguity around people's contributions.

It's not inherently bad to rew
ard the collective, but it is bad 

to lose track of individual contributions. Team
s that have one 

or tw
o stars are especially susceptible to social loa"ng in this 

context; the free riders realize that the stars w
ill carry the team

 
across the victory line and they w

on't need to break a sw
eat. 

A
nd, w

ith no one keeping track of their share of the w
orkload, 

w
hy should they have to?

W
HEN IT'S TIM

E TO
 CO

AST 

Silicon V
alley has a problem

. To retain top talent, tech giants 
such as G

oogle o#er huge salaries to their best engineers to 
prevent them

 from
 w

orking for com
petitors. The talent sit on 

their asses all day, and com
panies lose m

oney retaining them
.

They call it the ‘rest and vest’ culture. A
s one engineer at 

G
oogle put it, ‘W

hat incentive do you have to w
ork harder 

w
hen you are already m

aking $500,000 in salary, and there 
is no m

ore upw
ard trajectory?’

Som
etim

es leaders fall in love w
ith talented people. They 

think that pulling out all the stops to keep their favorite genius 
happy m

eans that person w
ill never lose their drive or run out 

of ideas. In other w
ords, policies such as these are born from

 
the idea that greatness w

ill stay great. But, unfortunately, all 
of us have slacker potential w

ithin us – even geniuses.
O

ver-rew
arding people for staying at a job w

ithout putting 
steps in place to keep them

 w
orking is like giving your kid a 

candy bar before he's "nished his hom
ew

ork. W
hat incentive 

does he have to w
ork once the chocolate is already in his belly?

THE TIM
E THIEF  

N
ot all free riders w

ork in team
s. They can also be co-w

orkers, 
acquaintances and friends of friends w

ho try to w
ear 

you dow
n and steal your tim

e. 
M

y husband, Jay, does a lot of favors for these free riders. 
I look at his calendar and it stresses m

e out. There's som
ething 

called ‘lunch w
ith startup guy’ on there. H

is best buddy from
 

college has a friend w
ho is in N

ew
 York for the w

eekend 
and w

ants advice about his startup. There's a half-dozen 
20-m

inute phone calls w
ith vague descriptors. Su&

ce 
it to say, Jay has a tim

e-thief problem
. 

W
hen you're successful and have a reputation for helping 

people, the freeloading requests are endless. Jay is the only 
person I know

 w
ho responds to every request he gets. 

Part of his problem
 is one of pluralistic ignorance – he assum

es 
that everyone at w

ork is this responsive. The other part is that 
he's m

ore giving than m
ost people. I rem

ind him
 that the 

m
ajority of people at w

ork are like m
e: socially aloof enough to 

give o# ‘leave m
e alone’ vibes. I also have thousands of unread 

em
ails full of random

 requests. Jay has none. Jay's tim
e thieves 

com
e from

 every w
alk of life. Som

e are co-w
orkers too lazy to 

"gure out how
 to do things on their ow

n, so they bug him
 for 

help. These people are easy to deal w
ith. Just send them

 an 
em

ail w
ith a description of how

 to use G
oogle. Yes, it's snarky, 

but it gets the point across. O
thers are go-getters w

ho w
ant 

advice or feedback on how
 to im

prove their status, so they 
reach out to every high-status person in their netw

ork. I don't 
blam

e them
; m

any have been operating under the assum
ption 

that pressing the %esh is the "rst step tow
ard m

aking a nam
e 

for them
selves. M

any are playing a num
bers gam

e, like the 
guy at a bar w

ho hits on every single person he m
eets. 

Eventually he'll get lucky, and som
eone w

ill say ‘yes’.
If you're spending too m

uch tim
e dealing w

ith these 
free riders, put yourself on a diet. You're allow

ed to respond 
to a certain num

ber of random
 requests a m

onth and once 
you've hit your quota, you're done. The biggest hurdle 
you'll face in sticking to your diet is guilt. W

ho's going 
to help these people if it isn't you?

It turns out, lots of people. You probably know
 of 

up-and-com
ers w

ho have som
ething to gain by helping 

others – people w
ho are looking to build their social netw

ork 
or w

ant to becom
e know

n as an expert. C
onnecting your 

tim
e thief to one of these people w

ill reduce your guilt and 
help som

eone else m
ake a nam

e for them
selves. You'll feel 

like you're helping m
ultiple people at once. 

A
$er you've said ‘no’, don't get into a back and forth w

ith 
your tim

e thief. The sm
art ones are like telem

arketers – they 
know

 that the longer they keep you on the phone, the better 
chance they have at getting m

oney out of you. 
I've spent a lot of m

y life m
aking excuses for w

ell-liked 
charism

atic people w
ho have di&

culty w
ith tim

e m
anagem

ent 
or w

ith handling the everyday stressors of w
ork. O

nce you 
learn how

 to identify w
hat factors m

ake your team
 vulnerable 

to free riders – som
e of w

hich are surprising, given that they 
are usually considered strengths – you can put strategies 
in place to prevent it from

 happening in the "rst place. 
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Courier Fresh Fund is a $150,000 fund of cash grants for black business ow
ners in the UK and US 

w
ho have great ideas to start or grow

 a business. W
e narrow

ed dow
n  m

ore than 600 applications 
to  10 w

inners, w
ho w

ill each receive betw
een $10,000 and $20,000, one-on-one m

entorship 
from

 a relevant founder and a series of m
asterclasses. W

e're excited for w
hat they've got in store…
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