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Do Your Employees 
Feel Respected?
Show workers that they’re valued, and your 
business will fl ourish.
→ by KRISTIE ROGERS
WHEN YOU ASK workers what matters 
most to them, feeling respected by 
superiors often tops the list. In a recent 
survey by Georgetown University’s 
Christine Porath of nearly 20,000 em■ployees worldwide, respondents ranked 
respect as the most important leader■ship behavior. Yet employees report 
 more disrespectful and uncivil behavior 
each year.
What accounts for the disconnect? 
Although employees who aren’t shown 
respect are acutely aware of its absence, 
people who feel respected on a regular 
basis—typically, those in managerial 
or other high-status roles—don’t think 
about it very much. So leaders may 
simply be unaware of the problem. But 
research I’ve conducted shows that this 
is only part of the explanation. A bigger 
issue is that leaders have an incomplete 
understanding of what constitutes 
workplace respect—so even well■meaning eff orts to provide a respectful 
workplace may fall short.
My research indicates that employ■ees value two distinct types of respect. 
Owed respect is accorded equally to all 
members of a work group or an organi■zation; it meets the universal need to 
feel included. It’s signaled by civility 
and an atmosphere suggesting that 
every member of the group is inher■ently valuable. In environments with 
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you take it away, it’s all that people can 
think about.” Research supports this as■sertion, finding that 80% of employees 
treated uncivilly spend significant work 
time ruminating on the bad behavior, 
and 48% deliberately reduce their effort. 
In addition, disrespectful treatment 
often spreads among coworkers and is 
taken out on customers. 
I spent 15 months studying a unique 
work program for female inmates of a 
state prison. Nowhere are the differ■ences between a disrespectful environ■ment and a respectful one clearer than 
in a setting where people shift back and 
forth each day between being inmates 
and being employees. Although outfit■ted in the same orange clothing for both 
roles, the women interact with others in 
vastly different ways.
How Televerde Built 
a Culture of Respect
Televerde is a technology-focused 
business-to-business marketing firm 
staffed largely by inmates. Shortly 
after its founding, in 1995, Jim Hooker 
acquired the operation—consisting of 
seven women in a single-wide trailer 
on the property of an Arizona women’s 
prison—and took over as CEO. At the 
time, Televerde had one computer and 
no paying customers. Hooker recog■nized the potential to pair a need in 
the expanding tech market with the 
opportunity to provide valuable jobs 
for incarcerated women. The work 
entails calling businesses on behalf 
of Televerde’s clients with the goal of 
making appointments with the client’s 
sales team. In recent years the inmate 
employees have helped fuel an ex■they understand these nuances, leaders 
can craft an environment that is right for 
their situation—in most cases, one with 
high levels of both kinds of respect.
Because people’s jobs are often 
central to who they are and how they 
perceive themselves, respectful cues 
in a professional setting are important 
signals of social worth. What’s more, 
employees often join organizations in 
the hope of developing their identities 
over time, by growing professionally 
and becoming better versions of them■selves. Respect is an important feed■back mechanism and catalyst for this 
growth. Research by London Business 
School’s Herminia Ibarra describes how 
new employees experiment with novel 
and often uncomfortable behaviors, 
gradually incorporating them into their 
“real selves.” My research with Blake 
Ashforth and Arizona State University’s 
Kevin Corley highlights this experimen■tation and finds that feeling respected 
at work validates those trial behaviors, 
helping employees go from thinking 
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tremendous work of the women in the 
call centers. The newcomers were wel■comed as “Televerdians” and told, “As 
soon as you come through that door, you 
are a coworker, not an inmate.” 
Employees are addressed in the 
most personal way permitted by prison 
regulations—“Ms. X,” never “inmate” 
or as a number. Trainers and company 
leaders work at understanding their per■spectives. I saw them explain compli■cated business concepts using scenarios 
that the women were likely to have en■countered previously: For instance, they 
elucidated organizational charts using 
familiar restaurants as examples and 
discussed supply chain management in 
the context of dealing drugs. 
Company leaders also communicate 
that newcomers are a high-priority 
investment. They describe the many 
opportunities for professional develop■ment, such as participation in special■ized training sessions, professional 
book clubs, and a six-month series of 
workshops in the year prior to release, 
aimed at preparing women mentally, 
emotionally, and professionally for the 
transition. They tell workers that after 
release they may have the opportunity 
to work at the corporate office—and 
about 25% have done so. The women 
can also apply for Televerde scholar■ships toward higher education. As a 
final project for the two-week classroom 
training I sat in on, each new employee 
presented a business plan, building 
a hypothetical company around an 
idea or a passion. Televerde managers, 
directors, and executives attended the 
presentations. 
Leaders are also intentional about 
how they present employees to 
traordinary run of profitability, and 
the company experienced a compound 
annual growth rate of 8.5% over the past 
decade. It now employs 650 people—425 
of whom are inmates—and has nine call 
centers in the United States, Scotland, 
Argentina, and Australia. Perhaps 
most impressive, recidivism among its 
inmate employees is 80% lower than the 
national rate. Hooker’s strategic genius 
was to recognize a need in the market■place, but I believe it’s his emphasis 
on owed and earned respect that has 
enabled Televerde’s success.
Owed respect. I conducted 92 in■terviews and spent 185 hours observing 
operations in three of Televerde’s call 
centers. Although I interviewed mem■bers at all levels of the organization, 
I focused on new employees, reasoning 
that respect dynamics would be most 
salient when the experiences were 
novel. Women arrive for their first day of 
work with their identities stripped and 
their self-worth diminished by months 
or years of prison life. While society in 
general devalues incarcerated women, 
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an employee secures a sales lead, she 
rings a bell—the signal for peers and 
managers to applaud. (The first time an 
employee rings the bell, I was told, she 
gets a standing ovation.) Managers and 
trainers award certificates celebrating 
outstanding performance—for exam■ple, when a worker reaches a threshold 
amount of revenue generated. The 
women proudly display these certifi■cates in their cubicles. 
In addition, managers make individ■ual performance transparent to other 
employees. In some cases, performance 
goals and each employee’s progress 
toward them are written on a white■board visible to the whole team. This 
transparency lets employees connect 
expressions of earned respect, whether 
directed toward themselves or toward 
peers, to specific achievements. It also 
encourages employees to measure their 
performance against an objective stan■dard instead of through comparisons to 
other employees, which in this context 
would be likely to promote competition 
and undermine cohesion and civility. 
Employees view these ongoing ex■pressions of earned respect as crucial to 
their performance. “It’s because of that 
respect…that we gain confidence,” one 
told me. “And the more confident you 
become inside, the more confident you 
sound on the phone….So of course that 
brings more success and then more 
confidence, and it feeds on itself in a 
positive snowball effect.” 
Identity development. One of the 
most significant takeaways from my 
Televerde study is the importance of 
respect to employees’ sense of self. The 
workers I observed progressively saw 
themselves less as inmates and more as 
treated like an adult. You are going to be 
acknowledged as a human being, some■one of value, someone who has worth.” 
Over time it became apparent to me 
that the consistent experience of owed 
respect is a driver not just of employee 
well-being but also of the company’s 
high performance.
Earned respect. Establishing and 
upholding a high level of earned respect 
for the inmate employees requires 
managerial creativity, because prison 
restrictions stipulate that they may not 
be given raises, bonuses, or promotions. 
Instead, from day one of the hiring pro■cess they must clear specific hurdles, 
such as passing a typing test and suc■cessfully completing a phone interview. 
Such milestones continue throughout 
the training. In the sessions I observed, 
they took the form of exams, a busi■ness plan presentation, and sales calls 
with mentors, with each small victory 
providing an opportunity for employees 
and managers to formally recognize the 
newcomers’ achievements. 
Newcomers also participate in 
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workers’ attitudes and behaviors across 
a variety of employment situations.
Closing the Gap
In all but the most toxic workplaces, 
building a respectful organization does 
not demand an overhaul of HR policies 
or any other formal changes. Rather, 
what’s needed is ongoing consideration 
of the subtle but important ways in 
which owed and earned respect can be 
conveyed. Here are seven small ones 
leaders and managers can use to make 
an outsize impact on workers. 
1. Establish a baseline of owed 
respect. Every employee should feel 
that his or her dignity is recognized and 
respected. This is especially import■ant for lower-level workers. In a study 
of being valued or devalued at work, 
conducted by Jane Dutton (of the 
University of Michigan), Gelaye Debebe 
(George Washington University), 
and Amy Wrzesniewski (Yale), many 
hospital cleaners described seemingly 
subtle cues that prompted them to 
feel that their worth was enhanced or 
diminished. Some cleaners were never 
acknowledged by other staff members, 
making them feel invisible or as though 
they were looking in on hospital opera■tions from the outside. Others reported 
a boost in energy and worth from a doc■tor’s simply greeting them or holding 
a door. Even in prestigious companies, 
issues of owed respect are top of mind. 
An Apple sales associate described his 
first impression of the company’s CEO 
in a 2011 blog: “For Tim Cook there are 
no dumb questions. When he answered 
me he spoke to me as if I were the most 
they might become. In this environ■ment, newcomers feel safe testing be■haviors that might be taboo in a prison 
setting, and positive reinforcement 
from managers, coworkers, and clients 
gives them the confidence to grow and 
change. One employee said, “I’ve heard 
this from so many women, and I feel the 
same way: When you come to work here 
every day, you’re not in prison. You’re 
not wearing orange….I’m an educated, 
intelligent professional who has intel■ligent, educated conversations with 
vice presidents, CIOs, and directors of
Fortune 500 and Fortune 1000 compa■nies on a daily basis. That’s who I am.”
Televerde may operate in an unusual 
context, but its employees’ need for 
respect is universal. The impulse to 
improve is at least as strong as our basic 
physical needs, and for most of us it’s a 
key driver when choosing an employer 
and engaging in a job. Few workers will 
experience the transformation from in■mate to professional, but every worker 
has room to grow in subtler ways, and 
that growth is important to both job sat■isfaction and performance. Employees 
are more likely to feel committed to an 
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respect take? According to a McKinsey 
global survey of more than 1,000 execu■tives, managers, and employees, praise 
from an immediate manager, attention 
from a leader, and opportunities to head 
a project have more impact on motiva■tion than do monetary incentives.
5. Think of respect as infinite.
Deciding when to bestow respect is not 
like making a judgment that requires 
dividing up a fixed pie (as when allo■cating time, pay raises, or attention, for 
instance), argue New York University’s 
Steven Blader and Siyu Yu. Respect is 
not finite; it can be given to one em■ployee without shortchanging others. 
This is true of both owed and earned 
respect: All members of an organiza■tion are entitled to the former, and all 
employees who meet or surpass perfor■mance standards deserve the latter. And 
an employee’s place on the org chart 
makes him or her no more or less de■serving of respect. Owed respect should 
be accorded to janitor and CEO alike, 
and earned respect should be based on 
meeting or exceeding standards specific 
to one’s role.
6. See respect as a time saver, not a 
time waster. Conveying respect doesn’t 
necessarily come at the expense of 
critical tasks. Christine Porath calls lack 
of time a “hollow excuse,” pointing out 
that respect is largely about how you do 
what you’re already doing. Jane Dutton 
agrees, suggesting that owed respect is 
best embedded in our normal interac■tions and can be as simple as commu■nicating and listening in appreciative 
ways, being present to others, and 
affirming others’ value to the company. 
tions was considered an expression of 
earned respect, but your current col■leagues would see that as offensive. 
3. Recognize that respect has ripple 
effects. Leadership behaviors are often 
mimicked throughout an organization, 
and just as incivility can spiral, so too 
can respect. The cascade from the top 
down is also likely to shape the way 
employees treat customers, industry 
partners, and members of the commu■nity. It is no coincidence that in recent 
years Costco was both rated America’s 
best large employer by Forbes and tied 
for “America’s favorite retailer” in a 
survey by the American Customer 
Satisfaction Index. On the other end of 
the spectrum, companies at the head 
of “worst customer service” lists often 
top “worst places to work” lists as well.
4. Customize the amount of earned 
respect you convey. Beyond ensuring 
a baseline of owed respect, leaders can 
identify and tailor the mix of respect 
types that will best enable their em■ployees to thrive. Although it’s likely 
that a higher level of both owed and 
earned respect is needed, you might 
have reasons to emphasize one type 
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that the job could be authentically 
“her.” Nine months later she told me 
about supportive peers, accomplish■ments on several projects, and mean■ingful praise from her manager. She 
added, “I learned something, actually, 
since I made that statement [nine 
months ago]….You are what you make 
yourself, so [the job] is me if I want it 
to be.” Finding the right people for the 
right jobs and coordinating day-to-day 
operations are a manager’s solemn duty. 
As my research shows, however, the re■sponsibilities don’t end there: Managers 
must also build a workplace of respect 
that allows employees—and, as a result, 
their companies—to become the best 
possible versions of themselves.
HBR Reprint R1804C
Kristie Rogers is an associate professor of 
management at Marquette University. 
Still nervous about losing time? The 
small additions to your day needed to 
convey respect could save you substan■tial amounts of time. Porath shows that 
neglecting respect can be far more costly 
than attending to it: Dealing with the 
aftermath of disrespectful behavior, she 
estimates, consumes seven weeks a year 
for leaders and executives in Fortune
1000 firms. The time and effort needed 
to recognize performance, greet others, 
or hold a door pale in comparison.
7. Know when efforts to convey 
respect can backfire. Attempts to 
demonstrate respect may cause more 
harm than good if they are inconsistent 
or haphazard. Employees are likely to 
perceive vague expressions by HR or 
high-level leaders that are not enacted 
day-to-day by managers and peers as 
manipulative or disingenuous. And if 
people are particularly respectful in 
some situations but not in others—for 
example, if a manager offers praise only 
in the presence (or absence) of senior 
leaders—their words will probably be 
viewed as insincere. Finally, you should 
guard against earned respect that is not 
actually deserved; it won’t resonate. 
One Televerde employee put it this way: 
“It’s not like you want constant empty 
compliments….I’m looking to give you 
a valuable job.” Because employees see 
honesty as one of the most valuable 
expressions of respect, insincere com■pliments, however well-intentioned, are 
likely to be counterproductive. 
DURING HER FIRST month at work, one 
Televerde employee I met said that she 
had never held a full-time job, had no 
idea how to talk to CEOs, and doubted 
 Leadership behaviors are often mimicked 
throughout an organization, and just as incivility can 
spiral, so too can respect.


