
Work with Meaning 

 

My practice is flawed.   

I have been spending a lot of time thinking about giving the best experience possible to my 

customers.  I know that referring to our patients as customers will make a lot of our 

colleagues a bit uncomfortable, but that is what they are.  Customers could choose to go 

anywhere they wanted, to deal with another individual, but they chose us.   

 

So, why should I care?   

What should I do to make our office stand out more than any number of other eye care 

groups?  Well, when it comes to the teams working with the experiential side of our 

businesses is the last thing we typically give our attention.  I was watching an episode of 

Squawk Box on CNBC not to many years ago and the CEO of Darden Restaurants, Clarence 

Otis, Jr., was talking about the success of his group and what he attributed it to.  He said 

very quickly it was the teams who worked on the front lines of each store and how they 

perceived they were being treated by their managers, regional directors, the board of 

directors and ultimately him, the CEO of the company.  He then said something that 

became a charge to me in how I deal with my customers, my team.  “The experience of the 

team is extremely important to any organization.  It is extremely difficult for the experience 

of the customer (in this case the restaurant goer) to exceed that of the team member.”   

 

Truett Cathy, the longtime owner and founder of Chick-fil-A often referred to the men and 

women who worked with him as his customers.  I find his analogy very germane to the 

topic I am writing to you about.  He and Mr. Otis both knew that to have an engaged team 

member they had to be exposed to a work life of meaning. 

 

I can’t detail all of the mistakes I have made and the analogies I’ve found that pointed me 

in the right direction, but I can talk about one.  The fact that we need to challenge those we 

are entrusted to take care of at work.  As leaders we often think that, like a parent, just 



because I say so is enough, every task is meaningful and they should just pipe down and do 

their J-O-B.  But that is not the case.  Our industrialized nation has made most J-O-B’s 

redundant, mind numbing and are creating apathetic teammates who just don’t see the 

point, and are looking for places to go, where they could see the point.   

 

We do this kind of thing all the time.   

We ask our teams to come up with solutions to a problem, have it reported to us and we fix 

the problem in a different way with no explanation of why.  We ask the team to create a 

marketing program to make the practice more visible and never implement it.  We ask the 

Practice Administrator to vet a lot of potentially great employees and then when we get to 

the final stages we tell them we can’t move forward due to budgetary issues.  It’s like the 

Greek mythology character, Sisyphus, who was penalized by the gods to roll the same 

boulder up the same hill, day after day, only to have it roll back the bottom again. 

 

Sisyphus needs a break.  We need to help him roll the ball all the way to the top of the hill 

and put a chock under the rock so it will not roll back down.  It’s time we gave our teams 

some meaning to the work they do for us before they look to do their work somewhere 

else. 

- Ted McElroy, OD 

 


