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Matthew: Hello and welcome to Marketing Smarts, a podcast brought to you by 

MarketingProfs. I’m your host Matthew Grant, Managing Editor here at 
MarketingProfs. I thank you for listening. 

 
Why does work suck? To put it more positively, why doesn’t work suck less? It 
could be that the way work is organized and conducted nowadays is based on an 
out-moded model. A model invented over 100 years ago that needs to evolve. 
Specifically, needs to evolve from its current machine form into that of a living 
being.  

 
Work needs to become human. At least that’s what today’s guest Maddie Grant 
thinks. Indeed, she and co-author Jamie Notter wrote an entire book on the 
subject. Humanize, which argues that in order to survive in today’s competitive 
environment, businesses must become more flexible, more open, and more 
human. 

 
I’ve invited Maddie to Marketing Smarts to talk about the book, what it means for 
a business to become more human, and why she and Jamie think it is so 
necessary. 

 
Before we get started, I want to remind to that if you like what you hear on 
Marketing Smarts (and even if you don’t) you can always leave us a review in 
iTunes or a comment on our site. You’re also welcome to reach out to me directly 
via email. My email address is mattg@marketingprofs.com. 

 
Without much further ado, let’s get started. Maddie, welcome to Marketing 
Smarts. 

 
Maddie: Hi, Matthew. Thank you. 
 
Matthew: Thanks for joining us. Thank you so much for sharing the book that you and 

Jamie Notter wrote, Humanize: How People-Centric Organizations Succeed in a 
Social World.   

 
I thought we could just jump right into a conversation about the book. Usually, 
when people talk about social media as you guys note in the book, the focus is 
on how it’s changing marketing, it’s changing messaging as a new channel, it’s 
different, it’s not broadcast to you, or whatever. 
 
While you do spend some time talking about how social media can be used by a 
marketing organization, sort of branding and things like that, the real focus is on 
the pressures that social media is exerting on organizations and how they 
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function. Really it’s a leadership book more than a marketing book, I think that 
you guys say. 

 
Why did you take that in perspective and focus more on leadership and 
organizational behavior then on the marketing piece? 

 
Maddie: Yes. That’s exactly what we did. It’s really not a social media book at all. Once 

you start reading it, you realize that.  
 

Basically, our backgrounds are in management consulting and conflict on Jamie 
Notter’s side. On my side, on social media consulting. Specifically, to do with 
building capacity for organizations to do the work of social media. 

 
In my work with organizations, we’re starting to implement social media tactics, 
we’re starting to hire people for social media roles, and all this kind of stuff. We 
realize that a lot of the hurdles that organizations are coming across are actually 
not really to do with social media at all. They’re to do with much deeper 
organizational problems. 

 
I can give you some really good examples. For example, you have an 
organization who is thinking about how different staff could maybe represent 
them using social media. Who would be allowed to have a Twitter account? 

 
They’re thinking about how to set up policies for social media use. Right? That 
makes sense. When you really start working through the process of writing those 
social media guidelines and policies, you start to realize that maybe you’re not 
actually, as an organization, comfortable with the idea of lots of people being 
able to represent you online. 

 
That’s of course, exactly what social media does. It opens the doors to lots of 
new people being able to be spokespeople for an organization. Maybe there the 
issue is actually an issue of trust as opposed to a social media tactical issue 
about policy. That’s just one example. 

 
Basically, we wanted to write the book that kind of framed how social media is 
changing the way that we work in a much more deeper and pervasive way then 
just marketing. 

 
Matthew: Since you mentioned work, I do want to point out and would like to go back, you 

just posted a work manifesto on your blog on socialfish.org. I also encourage 
people to look at that. It’s a great synopsis of the main points of the book. 

 
In the book, at a certain point I started underlining every time you guys wrote “we 
need.”  We need to do this. We need this. We need this. You do put an emphasis 
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on it that it’s sort of imperative for organizations to change on a fundamental level 
in order to adapt to social media. 

 
I was just wondering is that really true? You really do say this is the only viable 
path forward. This is not a luxury, it’s a necessity. Yet, the thing that you’re 
asking organizations to do, like the change is to become more trustworthy or 
actually change things fundamentally about the organization are incredibly hard 
to do. 

 
I’m just curious about that. Do people really have to do this stuff? Maybe that’s 
what I’m getting at. It sounds like a lot of work. 

 
Maddie: Yes. It is a lot of work. I think we had a sense of drama with it all because what 

we’re seeing is the pace of change accelerating so fast.  
 

We think that if there isn’t a little bit of a sense of urgency around humanizing, 
then by the time any specific business turns around and realizes that they need 
to start being more social for example, then it will be too late for them. They’ll be 
way behind the curve just because everything is changing so quickly. 

 
We actually really believe that our organizations, our businesses, and our 
companies are surviving despite outdated management practices. Not because 
of them. We completely recognize that lots of businesses are doing great right 
now. 

 
We just think that maybe in five years and ten years they won’t be doing so great. 
There are lots of examples of businesses that have completely died recently. 
Huge businesses. Blockbuster, for example. Kodak is another example. These 
are companies that had every reason to stay in business. We believe that there 
are social media sufficial elements related to why they weren’t able to stay in 
business. 

 
Matthew: I wanted to hone in on what you just said about humanizing. This is in a sense 

what the book is saying, we need as organizations to adapt and better adapt to 
this rapidly changing environment. Organizations need to humanize. 

 
Could you just for our listeners who haven’t yet read the book, describe what you 
mean by “making organizations more human,” and in the sense also say what is 
the opposite? All the businesses I know, at least they’re run by humans and were 
started by humans. Maybe there will be a time when everything is just run by 
computers and we’re just sitting by the sidelines. 

 
Just describe what does it mean for an organization either to become more 
human or to undergo a humanization process? 
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Maddie: Yes. Absolutely. We feel that social media, the power of social media is based on 
the fact that it is powered by human attributes such as the desire to be social, to 
connect with other people, the desire to solve problems, and the desire to create 
and to share what we’re doing whether it’s work or not work. These are things 
that have meant that there has been a huge kind of paradigm shift in how we 
communicate as a society. 

 
Our organizations, the hurdles that we’re finding with organizations who are 
trying to implement social media are there because we have built these 
mechanical systems, silos, department hierarchy’s, and all kinds of mechanical 
systems that are meant to take the chance element out of the way that we work. 

 
Businesses are run in such a way to have predictable inputs and predictable 
outputs. A growing business is one that traditionally can just create more, can 
output more, and can sell more. All of a sudden, you have social media that is 
kind of forcing us to do things slightly differently, to be more collaborative, or 
maybe to involve our customers in actually developing the products that we’re 
selling. All of these kinds of things. 

 
For us, in terms of defining what we mean by humanizing, we looked at a lot of 
different social media-related PR crisis for example. They all kind of had certain 
human attributes in common, which is what people were asking for, which is the 
reason why these crises were crisis. 

 
Those four that we narrowed it down to were being open, being trustworthy, 
being generative which means creating more value as opposed to just creating 
more, and being courageous. There’s a lot of talk about the fear of failure and 
that kind of stuff. 

 
These seem to be themes that came up over and over and over again and which 
were all related to what we would define as part of what it is to be human. There 
are obviously aspirational elements. There are a million other things that make us 
human but these are ones that we can specifically translate to a work 
environment.  
 
Our thesis is that if you do that you can really flourish in a much more social, 
digital world that we’re in. 

 
Matthew: I got the mechanical part and sort of the metaphors we use and of course that 

sort of modern management that we have today. You talked about tailors and 
things like that, comes at the peak of the industrial revolution really as 
businesses were themselves relying much more on technical innovation and 
machines to actually do things. 
You also point out, as you mentioned Daniel Pink a couple of times, his kind of 
management technology itself is very outdated. One of the things you focus on is 
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that “management obsession” with best practices. Specifically, you say the best 
practices are evil. If they’re the best, Maddie, how can they be evil? 

 
Maddie: Of course we’re being deliberately provocative with that. We do actually believe 

that there is a huge problem with our obsession with best practices. The reason 
for that is that something that works well for one company at one particular time 
with one set of circumstances will probably not work again even if you call it a 
best practice for a different company, or for the same company at a different 
time, or for the same company, or a different company with a different situation. 

 
It basically removes the context from what you’re doing, from what you’re trying 
to achieve. Again, I think it relates back to social media and the fact that the 
context around us is changing much more than it used to. Fifty years ago we 
didn’t have the evolution of business practices that we really have now. 

 
At the same time, we’re not saying that it doesn’t make sense to not reinvent the 
wheel. What we are saying, is that if you infuse learning into how you work, that’s 
a way to figure out the best practices (I don’t want to call it that) or the best way 
to do something which is based on experimentation and learning as opposed to 
based on what somebody else said worked for them. Does that make sense? 

 
Matthew: Yes. It was funny because that’s what I did feel. Like you guys were walking a 

line in a sense. On the one hand you’re saying yes, best practices, they lull us 
into a sense that we’re doing the right thing. Or, basically, the philosophical issue 
with best practices is, as you say, that they’re formulaic and they’re abstracted 
from reality.  

 
Any best practice, if you find out, and you do talk about Starbucks, you talk about 
Zappos, and you talk about Google. Any time people say, “Oh we can learn from 
these companies,” the real hard work is saying “okay, since I’m in a totally 
different business, I make industrial chemicals that I sell to manufacturers, what 
can I really learn from Google.” I’m not saying you couldn’t learn anything from 
Google. Really, you have to do a lot of work because your businesses are so 
fundamentally different. 

 
The only real things you can learn, if you want to stay at that high level, is be 
better at customer service or something like that. It then becomes, like you guys 
say, almost like platitudes or just like truisms. 

 
What I wanted to say is that you guys do walk this line. On the one hand, you’re 
saying best practices are evil and yet most of your book is about the better way 
to do things. Just even in your own minds, how do you differentiate what you are 
doing from people who just say, okay, here’s the best management practices, 
everyone should follow these. 
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Maddie: Actually, I love that you pushed back on that. To me, I think what we’re doing is 
actually sort of defining the context as opposed to defining the best practice 
tactics. We have a suggestion for humanizing and what that means for us based 
on the four elements that I mentioned. 

 
That’s definitely not the only way. What we are doing, is kind of defining how 
social media has changed the way that we’re working in general. If you agree 
that social media is changing the way we work, and if you agree that social 
media is powered by certain human elements, then that potentially gives you 
some clarity over how you need to change your organization in order to take 
advantage of social media at the basic level and hopefully in terms of much more 
kind of human flourishing, society being better, and all these aspirational things 
that we really want and which is what the future of work manifesto is all about. 

 
That’s about how we want work to suck less. That’s way beyond the humanize 
kind of framework (we hate calling it a model). The ideas in the book are really 
specific to social media and how social media is making us change some of 
these deeper organizational issues. The future of work manifesto is really about 
much bigger ideas then that. 

 
Matthew: I would like to give in to those ideas. It’s kind of at the crux of what you’re doing. 

At one point, you guys write you’re activists. You are advocating the change as 
you even kind of hint.  

 
We’re not just talking about change in for-profit businesses or even non-profits. 
You say look this could change everything in some ways. It could change how 
education happens. It could change how Government works. These things are 
really big. 

 
We’ll come back around to making work suck less because I want to know how 
to make that possible. I did want to focus on this revolution and this kind of like in 
the olden days when they talk about revolution. What always happened after the 
revolution (it was the counter-revolution) and really made your push back? 

 
I was talking to somebody the other day and he was saying how he didn’t even 
like Facebook anymore because it felt so commercialized in a sense to him. 
There are all these ads and they have all these things in your stream. It starts to 
feel like a mini version of the web at large. 

 
There was this notion that yes social media shifted powers, as you guys say, to 
individuals via these large organizations. I was wondering if that’s more of an 
illusion, in a sense, then truly the case.  

 
I was thinking about it in terms of user-generated content and things like that. 
Yes, with the web, anyone can publish to YouTube and things like that.  
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I feel like for all the United Breaks Guitars, there’s a million just sponsored things 
that Warner Brothers and whoever are putting out. There are gigantic 
organizations that have come to reassert themselves in social media channels.  

 
Even though there’s the promise, it’s almost like the promise of the USA, anyone 
here can get rich. The fact of the matter is, very few people really do. Just those 
ones that do and get held up to support the ideology to show it’s true, when in 
fact it’s really not true for everyone else. 

 
I’m just wondering. Has there been a push back against the social media 
revolution that’s actually allowed mechanical, in human organizations, to really 
reassert themselves and just use social media to just reassert their power? 

 
Maddie: It’s interesting you should ask that. I actually think that’s very much a part of why 

we wrote the book. We’re seeing a lot of social media marketing campaign-
related stuff that to us is actually 100% about mechanical organizations using 
mechanical tactics to use social media as a channel for example. 

 
Everybody talks about social media as a new marketing channel. Our argument 
is that it’s way more than that. We’re actually also seeing a resurgence or a new 
(whatever the word would be) for advertising on social media. We’re hearing 
about social media agencies that are just starting advertising campaigns, 
Facebook ads, LinkedIn ads, and that kind of stuff. 

 
To me, it seems like a big kind of death throw of these mechanical systems. 
They’re very powerful systems. We use the metaphor of The Matrix.  You know 
The Matrix movie and the book. The reason for that is because it sort of shows 
how all of these mechanical systems have things in place to control how we work 
or to protect themselves. 

 
I do think that it’s by pushing the conversation towards humanizing (like we talk 
about in the book) that will maybe create our future the way we want it. That’s not 
guaranteed. It’s absolutely possible that this will just be swallowed up by our 
mechanical systems that will just keep it on. That’s definitely possible. 

 
Matthew: That’s interesting and kind of gets me to my next question. How is the book being 

received?  
Ultimately, the things you are talking about becoming a more decentralized 
organization, becoming radically transparent, as an organization you cite the 
whole foods even transparency around one of the most sacrosanct kind of 
confidential things that there is like salaries and stuff like that. 

 
You’re really calling for people to do sort of radical things. Even take on more risk 
as a company. Yet, as you say, organizations — I’ve always thought that in some 
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ways that the main purpose of any given organization is just to survive. Whatever 
it does, somehow it’s trying to maintain itself into the future as an organization. 

 
A lot of what you guys advocate this openness, transparency, breaking down 
boundaries, being more courageous in terms of risk, and even open-ended about 
just asking more questions and having answers. These are things that are 
threatening to the integrity of organizations. 

 
I was just curious about what kind of response have you guys gotten on this 
book? It’s been out for about six months. I’m just curious if you get more CEOs 
and leaders saying, “Wow, this is just what I needed.”  Is it helping me or is it 
more like the middle management people saying, “Okay, I see here some kind of 
hope for a way out of the matrix.”  What kind of reception have you been getting 
and from whom? 

 
Maddie: We have actually been amazed by the reception. We wrote the book very quickly 

because that’s how it works when you put in a publisher’s proposal and it gets 
accepted and then you have six months to write the book. 

 
We really just poured everything into it really fast and then it was out.  

 
Since then, we’ve had really amazing reviews all over the place. Social media 
people love it because of course it makes complete sense to them. A lot of the 
social media people we work with or speak to come across the same hurdles 
when they’re working with their organizational clients. Maybe these are people 
who work for an organization and they’re deep in this, so they all get it. 

 
We’ve also had some really amazing reception from some CEOs who are trying 
to make some of these changes. It’s still fairly early days so they’re starting by 
sharing the book even in kind of like a book club format. Sharing the book with 
other staff inside their organizations. 

 
We are desperate to see where that goes and how we can get more involved in 
that kind of work with organizations that are really into it. 

  
There’s been a lot of great reception from people who are on the front lines. They 
are also a little worried. How do I really do this? This is obviously disruptive. Can 
I do some of the things you talk about in the book without getting fired? We don’t 
want anybody to get fired. 

 
We think that we have a lot of little ideas in the book or little places that people 
can start to make some change. I guess part of what we’re trying to do with the 
book is really deconstruct these ideas at three levels. The book is kind of 
organized in the three levels of culture, an internal process which is like middle 
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management, and then individual behavior which is what each individual person 
needs to do in terms of knowledge, skills, and that kind of thing. 

 
We try and deconstruct all of our human elements into those different areas so 
that somebody can find something they can do (assuming that they obviously 
agree with the premise of the book) that these things will make our businesses 
better. 

 
Matthew: I definitely think that and I would encourage people to read the book. It’s a book 

that makes you think. It’s a book that makes you work in a sense. Work on 
yourself and kind of reflect on yourself. It’s a challenging book. 

 
I was wondering too. There is that element like you were talking about. People 
want to know, “How can I implement this without getting fired?” I was thinking 
about that.  
 
There’s a utopianism about the book. This is a brave new world. You’re really 
talking about in a sense like everything we’re doing is wrong. That is a vibe I was 
getting. Do you think this? That’s wrong. Do you think this? That’s wrong. 

 
There is an element where people, if they were to just read the part about 
trustworthiness, it says there needs to be more truth in the organization. I’m 
going to go in tomorrow and I’m just going to speak the whole truth to everyone I 
meet. They might lose some friends. They could lose their job. 

 
That’s where I was wondering, it’s almost like a chick and her egg. How can you 
be more transparent? Business is a competitive environment and information is a 
competitive asset. If you’re too transparent before your competitors are, in a way 
you have to be careful, you could be giving away the farm. 

 
Being truthful and really speaking your mind, you have to balance that off against 
just being diplomatic and actually reading the context. In some cases, if the 
people aren’t ready to hear the truth, that will backfire on you. 

 
That’s where I would be very curious to see how people are negotiating this. I 
think you guys do, you make some cautionary things. You say, look we’re not 
saying be radically transparent and put everything out there, though, you might 
do that. 

 
I’m just curious do you feel like there should be a warning label on this book. Like 
okay be careful, this first one might blow your mind but second of all you might 
have to make a lot of changes that you’re not necessarily ready to. 

 
Maddie: Actually, it’s interesting because at the very beginning of writing the book we 

decided we wanted to include the worksheets that are online. They are at 
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humanizebook.com. They relate to each of the four main chapters. Those 
worksheets are about being able to start thinking about your organization in 
terms of each of those four elements.  

 
Then, about how to start having some conversations with other people inside the 
organization about them. Then, finally coming up with an actionable to-do list. If 
you really want to have a more trustworthy organization you would eventually 
come up with a to-do list of actionable stuff. 

 
It’s like a process. I feel very strongly that it’s not this huge revolution where we 
want to destroy everything and burn everything down in order to rebuild. There 
are plenty of people who are all about that. 

 
I think it’s much more about an evolution of the way that we work. The fact that 
we’re seeing these disconnects with social media, it means that social media is 
the place to start. 

 
If you have customers who want to be able to just speak to more people or just to 
have somebody solve their problems much more quickly and directly and you 
can use social media for that, that’s one piece of being more open. 

 
Social media is showing us how to do this and it’s asking for this stuff. There are 
obviously organizations that maybe don’t need to be as social as others. There 
are plenty of organizations who will continue to really thrive in a mechanical 
setting. I think it’s about the other ones, the ones who are really trying to 
integrate social media. It sort of explains why they are sometimes having 
problems. 

 
Matthew: We only have a couple of minutes here. I feel like I kept deferring it. Now, I can 

give you one minute (people are going to have to do the rest of the work on their 
own) to talk about what someone can do to make work suck less. 

 
Maddie: I think the idea that works sucks comes from our kind of popular culture, Dilbert 

cartoons in the office. Everybody has this sense that work really is a place where 
you lose your soul. 

 
Humanizing in the ways that we mentioned but also any other way that you 
choose. How can you bring your full human self to work? How can that provide 
value for work as opposed to being annoying to your colleagues? 

 
If you think about that, maybe work can really suck less for everybody if we all 
start to think about that. 

 
Matthew: That was a very nice and sincere way of putting it. I will also encourage people to 

go check out “The Future of Work, A Manifesto” on socialfish.org. Like I said, it’s 
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a good kind of summary in a way of a main point to the book but it also throws 
down the gauntlet or challenges people to really think about “if we spend most of 
our life doing it, it shouldn’t be a soul-devouring, horrible experience.” 

 
Maddie: Exactly. 
 
Matthew: Maddie, aside from socialfish.org where else could people go to find out more 

about you or also about this book Humanizing that you wrote with Jamie Notter? 
 
Maddie: Please go to humanizebook.com. It’s where we have lots of information about the 

book. You can sign up for our mailing lists with more cool tidbits about the book 
and of course get the worksheets that can help you work through some of the 
ideas in the book. 

 
Matthew: Maddie, thank you so much for joining us on Marketing Smarts podcast. Thank 

you, listener, for listening here to the very end. This has been Marketing Smarts, 
a podcast brought to you by MarketingProfs. I’ve been your host Matthew Grant. 
I’ll talk to you next week. 

 
 


