
Achieving

If I were to ask people around the world what they

admire, I am confident that high on the list would be two

items: 1) individuals who do good work; and 2) a society

that takes care of basic needs, flanctions well, and embod

ies admirable values. If you doubt this prediction, you are

welcome to do the study.
Almost twenty years ago, my fellow psychologists,

Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi and William Damon, and I un

dertook a study along these lines. We were spurred by two

events. For one thing, we had seen our own work distorted.

(In my case, individuals in a state in Australia had classi

fled different racial and ethnic groups in terms of the intel

ligences they had and the ones that they lacked.) More

broadly, we felt that a naïve faith in the benign effects of

market forces was undermining the capacity of profession

als to carry out their work responsibly.

Thus was born a decade of empirical work on the “Good

Work Project”. We and our colleagues interviewed over 1200

individuals in nine different fields, ranging from law and

medicine to teaching and philanthropy. ‘We learned that good

workers embody three attributes. They are technically excel

lent (they know their stuff); they are personally engaged (they

care ardently about their work); and they carry out their work

in an ethical manner. We call these attributes the three Es—

the “ENA” or triple helix of good work.

We also learned that good work is easier to carry out

when each of the interested parties want the same thing.

Conversely, when one interested party wants one thing (sa)
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reporters or stakeholders want to cover issues that they

consider important and do so in an even-handed way) while

others have different goals (say readers crave sensational

stories and owners want quick profits), then good work is

harder to achieve.
To our surprise, our analysis turned out to be relevant to

citizenship as well. The good citizen knows her stuff, cares

about the health of the locations in which she lives, and tries

to do the right thing. By extension, a good society requires

a fair number of good workers and good citizens. Just think

of what it would mean if most workers were uninformed or

disengaged or unethical; and if most citizens were ignorant,

indifferent, or out only for seif-aggrandisement.

By 2006, our research was done. We could have turned

our attention to other matters. But we became concerned

that, according to our informants, rtends in many profes

sions were seen as negative—less good work than in earlier

times. And we were particularly dismayed to learn from

young workers that they admired good work but felt that it

was something that they could only aspire to in the future.

For now, since they wanted to be successful and famous, they

should be allowed to cut corners—to carry out what we came

to call ‘compromised work.’

And so, for the last six years, we have been involved in a

number of ways in attempting to encourage the pursuit of

good work, good citizenship, and the building of a good soci

etv. Here are some of the lessons that we have learned:

1. It is never too early to start the pursuit of good work.

Initially we worked with professionals; then with university

and college students. But teachers of younger students con

vinced us to work with high school students, and now there

are “good work” efforts underway in the primary grades.

2. We need vivid stories and instances of good work,

compromised work, and bad work. It is not enough simply to

describe what is desirable and what is not. It is far more corn

peffing to identify (and acknowledge and reward) good work,

and to point out work that is compromised or that is frankly

bad work. This can and should be done ‘on the job’—whether

the job is school, journalism, or legal practice—as a matter of

course, every day.
Parents and teachers are judged by what they do and not

what they say. One can preach ethics until one is blue in the

face; but young people notice what adults do in complex situ

ations, how they reflect on them, whether they learn from and

attempt to correct mistakes, and do better going forward.

3. Do not assume that everyone knows what is moral,

ethical, good work. Over and over again, we’ve seen that what

may be self-evident to some is completely opaque to others.

For example, many students believe that it is perfectly OK to

cheat on an exam or to lie on ajob application, so long as one

has “good motives”. And of course, many issues are vexed and

not easily resolved. Under what circumstances, for example, is

it permissible for the leaders in a school to examine the email

accounts of students, faculty, or staff?

4. The digital world complexifles everything. In many

respects, the digital media are a wild west. Even those who

thought that they had worked out issues of trust, privacy, in

tellectual property, and membership in a community have had

to re—examine their assumptions and rethink best practices or

even possible practices.

5. Issues of good work provide an invaluable opportunity

for young and old, digital natives and digital immigrants, to

work together. In the distant past, wisdom was seen as resid

ing primarily in the elderly. vIore recently, there has been a

tendency to over-valorise what young people know. Our fast

changing, technologically-suthised environment requires syn

ergistic relations between those who have thought through

issues of the ‘good’ and those who understand the nature of

current society.

My colleagues and I used to joke that there were three

miracles about the GoodWork project (which we now call

thegoodproject.org): 1) It has existed for almost two decades;

2) It has been very productive; 3) No one has heard of it. In

recent years, the latter characterisation is no longer the whole

truth. The work on various strands of the project, and the

investigators associated with that work, have gained some at

tention. But this has led to a sixth and final lesson.

6. It is not important whether individuals know of our

work or of our names. We now prioritise making connections

with individuals and groups around the world who share our

concerns and who like to make a positive difference, We can

only have and maintain good societies ifwe work together

with like-minded persons and let the pursuit of that goal be

the guiding principle. i
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