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of the most innovative and productive software development 
firms in the country. No condo-size office with floor-to-ceiling 
windows with the best view in town—instead, he is right in the 
middle of the action, collaborating, engaging and innovating.

Sheridan says that “the team has full economy over the physi-
cal space. …They can change the space however they choose” 
according to how it will be most helpful to them in collaborat-
ing on a project.

At Menlo, sharing is caring. Programmers work in twos (shar-
ing one computer) to allow for creativity as well as enthusiasm. 
Tandems stick together for five days and then shift into new 
tandems on new projects.

Because Sheridan cares less about status, position, rank and 
level, and more about innovation, creativity, culture and col-
laboration, Menlo has been named a top place to work for 
several years running.

THEY VALUE AND OPERATE WITH DIVERSITY
Great leaders celebrate differences and gain the strength that 
comes from differences in culture, race, ethnicity, personality 
type, gender, and individuality of style and expression.

They do this with one aim in mind: to build a healthy and 
productive work community where there is a steady flow and 
diversity of ideas and fresh perspectives that lead to results. 
Otherwise, what’s the point?

They hold themselves accountable to make sure this is happen-
ing. For example, they will measure demographics in their talent 
pipeline of incoming as well as existing talent to promote people 
equitably. They will measure upward movement throughout 
management at each tier level all the way up to the C-suite. This 
helps to safeguard against the “boys club” or nepotism. They 
will have diversity councils in place to ensure diversity.

There is immense power in building healthy communities at work 
and connecting to people on a relational, authentic level. Why? 
Because relationships drive human satisfaction and performance. 
We are wired for it. When leaders pave the way, collaboration, 
productivity, trust and morale will reach new heights. ■

PEOPLE MANAGEMENT
How Great Leaders 
Build Community
By Marcel Schwantes

Editor’s note: In the November 2015 through November 2016 issues 
of The Stepping Stone,1 executive coach Marcel Schwantes outlined 
how great leaders display authenticity, value and develop people, and 
share leadership, and how to reconcile leading and serving—five of the 
foundations of effective servant leadership. Now Schwantes returns for 
the final part of his series, discussing how to build community.

Building community within an organization encompasses 
many activities, but here are three basic practices of 
great leaders.

THEY DEVELOP STRONG PERSONAL RELATIONSHIPS
This means spending time with your people, and not for your own 
personal gain. This is about investing time with your most valued 
employees and managers to learn who they really are. But don’t just 
get together over a latte to share hobby stories. The focus should 
be to deepen relatedness—by sharing information about yourself 
and the organization (transparency), showing that you care about 
them (empathy), and discussing your intentions openly.

The phrase “I must know you to grow you” rings true here. So 
get to know about their strengths, find out where their pas-
sions and gifts are, and consider how to apply them. You’ll be 
surprised at how much more talent you may have under the 
roof that will benefit the company in new ways. Your marketing 
director may be a closet blogger with brilliant contributions to 
further your brand promise.

THEY WORK COLLABORATIVELY WITH OTHERS
Great leaders work together with others more than on their 
own—collaborating alongside their tribe members instead of 
separate from them. And they replicate that environment for 
other leaders to practice.

The best example of this comes from Richard Sheridan, CEO 
and chief storyteller of Menlo Innovations and author of Joy, 
Inc. In a recent interview, he shared how his “office” is really 
just a five-foot table strategically located in the middle of the 
room—an open-plan workplace. Yes, this is the CEO of one 

Marcel Schwantes is principal and co-founder of 
Leadership From the Core, a provider of servant-
leadership training and coaching. He is working on 
publishing his first book this year. Follow him on 
Twitter @MarcelSchwantes.

ENDNOTE

1  Available online at www.SOA.org/ld.




