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I enjoy reading about and observing the intersection of human nature and “best practices” in organizational
management. This week I had an opportunity to read the October 2011 edition of HR Magazine, the monthly
publication of the Society for Human Resource Management, and I also finished reading Mob Rules: What the
Mafia Can Teach the Legitimate Businessman, by Louis Ferrante. SHRM’s magazine explores timely topics
in the human resources field from the perspective of experienced HR professionals. Mob Rules offers 88 lessons
from Ferrante’s years as an “associate” in the Gambino family. The book is a quick read, but is definitely not for
the faint of heart or anyone uncomfortable with “colorful” language.

My favorite lessons in the second half of Mob Rules are Lesson #62: “Social Clubs Have Solid Steel Doors—That
Are Always Open: An Open Door Policy,” and Lesson #63: “Don’t Bother Me Now!: The Value of Interruptions.”
The insights in these two lessons dovetail nicely with the advice from the nation’s leading HR organization.

One of the feature articles in last month’s edition of HR Magazine explores the benefits of “getting—and acting
on—ideas offered by employees.” (See “Give Employees a Say,” HR Magazine, October 2011). In the article,
freelance writer Tamara Lytle explores the value of employee feedback and engagement through interviews
with academics and HR practitioners. One of her interview subjects is James Campbell Quick, professor of
organizational behavior at the University of Texas at Arlington. Quick explains to Lytle that too often CEOs are
focused “on being the center of the known universe. They’ve got to know everything and be in charge.” (Sound
familiar?!) As a result, according to Quick, these center-of-the-universe leaders respond defensively to
employee suggestions and dismiss them “without explanation.” Lytle adds: “The flip side is an opportunity—an
epidemic of idea sharing.” Quick’s comments and Lytle’s analysis offer a timely reminder to nonprofit leaders:
look for the opportunity in the suggestions and feedback you receive from employees and volunteers, and resist
the urge to say “we’ve already tried that,” or “there isn’t money in the budget for that.”

Louis Ferrante advises business leaders to guard against being “closed” to the bright ideas their employees
have to offer. Ferrante writes about the all-too-common tendency to limit the flow of people—and
information—into the CEO’s office. In Lesson #62, Ferrante writes, “A boss who closes his door to his employees
ties his own hands. When someone controls the information that reaches you, that person controls you.
Allowing, for example, only three people into your office is equal to placing yourself in the custody of these
three people—something you should never do.” Ferrante advises leaders to temper all-too-common impatience
with “interruptions” in Lesson #63. He writes, “I received another benefit from welcoming interruptions: the
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more glimpses I had into different personalities, the better I understood human nature. And the more we
understand human nature, the greater our chances for success.” Well said!

The creative spark may be evident in certain employees, and not so obvious in others. But just as we can’t
(accurately) predict the future, we probably don’t know which team member will conceive the next game-
changing, great idea. When we limit access to the executive office or send signals that “great ideas” generally
come out of rather than in to the big corner office, we risk—rather than inspire—creative thinking and true
engagement. The sector’s most successful leaders refuse to see themselves as the “center of the universe,”
and work at overcoming an instinctive impatience with interruptions. The office doors of truly effective nonprofit
CEOs and executives are flung wide open, sending a clear message that “great ideas are welcome here.” Maybe
the “epidemic of idea sharing” begins with a simple belief that every staff member has the potential to imagine
a game-changing, mission-advancing idea.

Melanie Lockwood Herman is Executive Director of the Nonprofit Risk Management Center. She welcomes your
ideas about any risk management topic, feedback on this article and questions about the Center’s resources
at Melanie@nonprofitrisk.org or 703.777.3504. The Center provides risk management tools and resources
at www.https://nonprofitrisk.org/ and offers consulting assistance to organizations unwilling to leave their
missions to chance.
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