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B
ack in the 1990s to the mid-2000s, 
a phenomenon swept the United 
States in higher education: 
swanky new recreation centers 
with impressive new climbing 
walls.  For the colleges and 
universities that followed the 

trend, these centers became a highlight of 
every campus tour as a way to help convince 
students that this institution was the school for 
them and that their lives—with the cascade of 
multicolored plastic rocks at their fingertips—
would finally be complete.

Caring
From  
CLIMBING 
WALLS  
To  
A CULTURE  
Of















46 EDUCAUSEr e v i ew  SEPTEMBER /OCTOBER  2017

From Climbing Walls to a Culture of Caring

feel comfortable sharing ideas and ask-
ing questions.

Communication with Leadership
Listening to people lets them know 
you care. Are you actually listening to 
employees when they talk to you, or 
are you “multitasking” and not really 
absorbing their words? Are you paying 
attention, or are you just waiting for your 
turn to speak? Are you interested in who 
they are as a whole person, or do you 
care just about the job-related parts?

Your employees can usually tell when 
you are feigning interest, which is argu-
ably more insulting than completely 
ignoring them. If they feel that talking to 
you is a waste of their time, they’ll likely 
stop. Listening (or not) will set a very 
strong example for the rest of 
the organization despite what 
you claim to value.

If you are worried about 
forgetting ideas when your 
employees are talking, jot 
down on a piece of paper notes 
about what you want to say. 
Make sure you won’t be dis-
tracted by emails or text mes-
sages when you are talking to someone. 
Initiate conversations and ask questions. 
Take a genuine interest in employees’ 
lives and their problems, even if not 
job-related. 

Feedback
Hearing what employees think is dif-
ficult if you never ask for their feed-
back. Even the best leaders can’t think 
of everything, and the perspectives of 
frontline staff are invaluable for under-
standing the organization and getting 
new ideas to solve ever-changing prob-
lems. Do you ask staff what they think, or 
do you assume you know it all since you 
are the leader or once performed their 
duties? When you receive negative feed-
back, do you have humility and use it as 
constructive guidance, or do you punish 
honesty? When your employees tell you 
things, do they see changes as a result, or 
does their feedback go into a mental file 
cabinet never to be discussed again?

Not asking for or listening to feedback 
will cause your employees to feel disre-
spected, unimportant, or not valuable. 
Ignored employees are less engaged and 
productive, and they take more sick time. 
Employees who feel disenfranchised 
can actively damage the organization 
by spreading their sentiment to others. 
Refusing to care about your employees’ 
opinions is one very effective way to dam-
age loyalty to you or the organization.

Be sure to incorporate employees’ 
suggestions when appropriate. Set up 
multiple venues for providing feedback, 
from anonymous forms to group exer-
cises in staff meetings. Provide staff with 
space and time to talk to you, and avoid 
the “open door policy,” which puts the 
impetus solely on them. Demonstrate 

your appreciation by ensuring that you 
are prepared to accept negative feedback 
without resorting to anger and accusa-
tions or ignoring what they have told you.

Difficult Conversations
Leaders must be able to have difficult, 
emotional conversations with staff and 
must set an example for how they expect 
others to communicate as well. When 
someone criticizes a decision you made, 
do you reflect on the situation, or do you 
get angry? If you are having a bad day and 
an employee comes to you frustrated, 
do you explain that you’d prefer 
to have the conversation later, or 
do you let the conversation get 
heated to a damaging level? When 
someone sends an accusatory 
email, do you spend an 
hour writing a zinger 
of a response, 
or do you 
pick 

up the phone and try to understand the 
sender’s viewpoint? Employees who 
aren’t sure which “version” of you they 
will get will not feel comfortable coming 
to you with their concerns. If they fear 
an angry or retaliatory reaction, they 
will quickly lose trust in you and the 
organization.

Consider reading Crucial Conversations 
or Fierce Conversations or one of the many 
other books about constructive commu-
nication in stressful situations.13 Make 
sure your employees feel safe talking 
to you about difficult things, including 
criticism of the organization. Hold man-
agers to the same standards, and check in 
with them about their difficult conver-
sations, ensuring they are having these 
conversations when necessary. 

They Should Feel As Though 
They’re Making a Difference
Making a difference and affecting the 
world around us is one of the strongest 
motivators for why we do anything. Help-
ing employees find that fulfillment in 
(and also outside of) their jobs is one way 
to demonstrate that you care. 

Purpose
Purpose is the intrinsic human drive 
to work toward something greater than 
oneself. It must be infused into the 
daily work of employees. Do employees 

understand how their work benefits 
the greater good of the organiza-

tion, or do they see only the 
small circle of influence closest 

to them? Are they engaged with 
the larger purpose of the organi-

zation, or do they simply show up 
for eight hours a day and then go 
home? Do they spend a majority 
of their time in a job mindset, a 

Leaders must be able to have difficult, 
emotional conversations with staff and must 
set an example for how they expect others to 

communicate as well.
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career mindset, or a purpose mindset?14 
Does the work they do for the organi-
zation align with their personal goals 
regarding the differences they want to 
make throughout their life?

Employees who do not have a strong 
sense of purpose in their work lack the 
guiding star of motivation. They may 
not see the value in the less exciting 
aspects of their work and may thus feel 
less inclined to do those tasks. A lack of 
purpose for the organization or for their 
own lives will eventually leave them 
unfulfilled, no matter whether other 
aspects of the job are great.

How can an organization create pur-
pose? It may just take some connecting the 
dots. Higher education and other public 
services have already been tasked with 
serving the public good, so purpose is 
fairly easy both to define and to draw a line 
to.15 Talk to employees about the purpose 
they find in their life, their job, and the 
organization and about how (or if) those 
all align. Survey your entire staff to see if 
they find purpose in the work they do.16 

Connection
Myers says it best in Take the Lead: “Feel-
ing connected to others is what gives 
our lives meaning and fuels our sense 
of belonging. A sense of connection can 
come from a shared passion, a shared 
experience or history, a shared goal 
or mission. It speaks to our desire to 
identify with and feel part of something 
bigger than ourselves.”17 Caring for 
employees means encouraging those 
connections to further solidify their 
sense of purpose. Do employees have 
personal connections at work so that 
they can understand how their work 
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affects others, or do they feel like an 
army of one? Do they see the difference 
they make with their work, or is there a 
wall that they can’t see past? Do they feel 
encouraged to connect with coworkers 
and the community, or do they think 
their jobs end at the proverbial door? 

How can you promote a sense of con-
nection between employees and their 
community? Create or encourage events 
that draw the two together, such as host-
ing or volunteering at community events 
(colleges and universities have many 
options available). Find mentoring or 
other volunteer opportunities to provide 
one-on-one time with individuals. Look 
for ways to bring your community into 
the workplace, or highlight individual 
stories of how your organization has 
made a difference.

Why Care?
Ultimately, creating a culture of caring 
will make the difference between paying 
employees to work for the organization 
and having them get up in the morning 
wanting to work for the organization. Staff 
will be more engaged, more committed, 
and more productive, will encourage 
others, and will live longer lives. Caring 
can’t be faked. While this article has 
mentioned many ways to focus on a 
culture of caring, caring is not a list of 
boxes to check off. It is never “finished.” 
Training people to genuinely care is 
difficult to do, so organizational leaders 
must keep this attribute in mind, along 
with the traditional technical skills, when 
selecting managers. A culture of caring 
must be led by example from the top 
down. If created successfully, this culture 
will infuse an organization with a feeling 
and an energy that cannot be replicated 
no matter the amount of money spent on 
climbing walls or executive chefs. 	 n
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