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Lots of factors determine whether a business succeeds or fails.  
The power of employee ownership comes from its effect on 
internal factors, and those internal factors all come down to this: 
each person needs to focus on doing the right thing. If that  
sounds too simple, let’s look at what happens in most companies. 

Most employees are not focused. They are constantly 
distracted by smart phones, the swirl of micro-tasks, unexpected 
requests from supervisors, incoming emails, and their own 
personal lives. Multitasking gives us a hit of pleasurable brain 

chemistry, but the psychologists who study work say that focusing on a single task  
for a blocks of time is by far the most productive way for the average person to work. 

Sometimes employees are focused, but on the wrong things. If my promotion 
depends more on impressing my supervisor than on the health of the business,  
I’m going to be focused more on politics than on the company’s strategic goals.  
Or maybe my focus is taken up by meetings of committees that themselves do not 
have a clear goal.

Employee-owned comanies have unique advantages because every employee-
owner has a profit motive to focus on business success. That is powerful, but the 
ownership advantage has deeper roots.

One of the most effective ways to reduce distractions is to build trust among 
coworkers, and that’s because one of the major sources of distraction is delegation 
stress. Suppose I ask a coworker to answer a complaint from a longtime customer.  

No one really wants to do that, so worry 
about that customer will still be buzzing 
around my head. If, however, I know I 
can fully trust my coworker to make sure 
the issue is resolved—she owns this 
company too, after all—then I can focus. 

In fact, I believe that employee-
owners are better focused on the right  
things because many employee-owned 
companies are not just companies;  

they are communities that invest in building relationships among their coworkers.  
For example, the case study on Butler/Till in this newsletter (see page 8) talks  
about a program the company built to encourage employee-owners to acknowledge 
each other’s accomplishments.

Talking about community may sound a few steps removed from the theme of this 
article—focusing on the right things—but one of the most distracting patterns at 
work is people handling conflict poorly. When people care, they will disagree, and 
you want people discuss and wrestle with those disagreements. Sometimes they 
will get angry with each other, and when those conflicts happen, people have a 
natural tendency to shift focus away from thinking about the decision that’s best for 
the company and toward how people will feel about the decision: Will someone be 
insulted or worry about a turf war? Is my role in the new project a good omen or a 
bad one? Should I say something about a coworker who is not doing good work? 

Some of our member companies train employee-owners about how to have 
difficult conversations. Others post the Myers-Briggs scores of each employee-
owner. These steps make it easier for people to raise contradictory viewpoints and, 
often, find creative solutions.

Employee-owned companies have good reason to invest more in building 
communities that can handle conflict productively. They invest more in their 
workforces and involve more people in more decisions. 

Owning stock gives people an incentive to focus. A sense of community gives 
them the tools to focus, even when times are challenging. n
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Neil Brozen   
Neil Brozen has been providing ESOP 
trustee services since 2005. He has 
been responsible for 
70 ongoing ESOPs and 
100 transactions. He 
is a frequent national 
speaker and has written 
articles for the NCEO 
issue brief Responding 
to Acquisition Offers in 
ESOP Companies and 
the book Executive Compensation in 
ESOP Companies. Neil has been a CPA 
since 1981 and has worked for the IRS, 
Arthur Andersen & Co., several private 
companies, and his own consulting 
business. Being an ESOP trustee is the 
best job he’s ever had. n

Employee-owned comanies have 
unique advantages because every 
employee-owner has a profit motive 
to focus on business success.  
That is powerful, but the ownership 
advantage has deeper roots.
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