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All for One and One for All:
A Critique of “High Performance Happy”

Superficialities may assuage angst for awhile, but they will never ignite or inspire in the
way a pursuit of purpose will. In his blog post affiliated with The New Yorker titled, “High
Performance Happy”, Cliff Oxford, who “[led] United Parcel Service in a strategic management
position” (282) illustrates, through his own personal example, that people will demonstrate more
contentment and higher productivity on the job not with extrinsic incentives, but with a shared
vision and a group dynamic that perpetuates high performance towards a shared vision.
Oxford’s comparison of what he sees as two distinct approaches to leadership illuminates how
individuals, by and large, are not more highly motivated with external rewards than they are with
the intrinsic motivation that comes with being part of a group working towards a common goal,
thus challenging the notion that insinuates individuals can be propelled to action with infantile
approaches that neglect concern for the individual as a whole.

From the business world to the world of education, leaders have been experimenting with
the most effective ways to illicit high productivity from their subordinates. Often extrinsic
motivations are used in these settings perhaps because they are easy to employ, however Cliff
Oxford criticizes those who use such strategies as “happy employee-propagandists™ (282)

criticizing the approach of leaders who hope to inspire work ethic through superficial, almost



childlike, rewards. He contends that “people will resign themselves to the fact that they will get
more if they accept being treated like children” (283). His position condescends to those who
believe extrinsic motivators will create a productive work environment. He sparks a debate
based on his own success using what he refers to as “High Performance Happy”, a method which
propels productivity of a group as they work towards a shared vision. Although brash, Oxford’s
no-nonsense style does highlight the benefits of such a method which sends the message to a
group that they “are on a mission that is bigger than any of [them]” (283) and plays to the desires
humans have to be part of something bigger than themselves.

Oxford’s complaint with what he refers to as “Human Resources Happy,” (282) or a
surface level of niceties to keep people seemingly content, is that it essentially encourages
leaders to fool their subordinates into believing they are valued when the truth is they are seen as
equally dispensable. Although Oxford assumes that those leaders operating under a paradigm
counter to the one he endorses are generally unconcerned with their workforce, he does illustrate
the harm in taking the focus away from uniting people under a shared vision. He provides an
anthem for those who live in a politically correct world, but who also want to get a hard job
done. Sometimes feelings get in the way, and watching out for them can take valuable time
away from an important task. Oxford reminds readers the hard truth that “life is not fair
everyday” (284) and does insinuate, to some degree, that there is power in building trust to take
people at their word, rather than anticipating a hurt feeling to be repaired (perhaps with cake in
the breakroom).

Ultimately, Oxford explicitly outlines his position on how to not only gain productivity in

a workplace, but also to demonstrate a deeper level of care for those working as a team. His



approach may seem harsh on the surface, but the tough love in the end keeps people together in a
way small superficial incentives can not. Productivity whether in a workplace, home or
educational setting will always remain tantamount in terms of success, however as illustrated by
Oxford, until intrinsic change happens, no amount of rewards, cake or otherwise, will change

people to unitedly pursue a path of success together.



