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Why People Are Working Harder

Than Ever but Accomplishing Less,

and How to Fix the Problem

FAKE
WORK‘‘

‘‘

“‘Synergy’ means the whole is greater than the sum of the parts. These two authors have 

produced a superior, synergistic product on a subject of immense importance.”

 —Stephen R. Covey, author of The 7 Habits of Highly Effective People

Foreword  by  STEPHEN R.  COVEY
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“Peterson and Nielson bring to light a rarely examined 
activity that occurs daily in many organizations. 
Fake work wastes a precious resource—the time and 
talent of valuable employees.”—Ken Blanchard

How many countless working hours have you spent 

on projects, proposals, paperwork, and meetings 

that felt useless or were ignored or dismissed? Hard 

work is not the same as real work. Half of the work 

we do consumes valuable time without strengthening 

the short- or long-term survival of the organization. 

In a word, it’s fake. Not only does fake work drain a 

company’s resources without improving its bottom 

line, it steals conviction, care, and positive morale 

from employees, and adds the burden of high turnover, 

communication breakdowns, and cultural patterns of 

poor productivity.

But how can you turn fake work into real work? 

Internationally renowned business consultants Brent 

D. Peterson and Gaylan W. Nielson explain how to 

identify needlessly time-consuming and sometimes 

difficult tasks (which aren’t always as easy to spot as they 

seem) and shift your focus toward rewarding work that  

will achieve results. With more than twenty years of 

experience, Peterson and Nielson have successfully helped 

corporations, government agencies, nonprofits, schools, 

and community groups increase their productivity and 

retain talented employees by understanding and using 

their skills on things that actually matter. They illustrate 

their advice with stories about real world employees who 

have been trapped by fake work.

Fake Work offers solutions that will change the 

way you view work, including how to recognize fake 

work and how to get out of it, how (and what) to 

communicate with your colleagues to eliminate fake 

work, how to recognize and counteract the personality 

traits that encourage fake work, and how to close the 

gap between your company’s strategies and the work 

that needs to be done to reach the results critical to 

your and your company’s survival.

‘‘
‘‘

‘‘
‘‘

ADVANCE PRAISE FOR FAKE WORK
“Read this book and get real!”

—Ken Blanchard, coauthor of The One Minute Manager® and The One Minute Entrepreneur™ 

“Fake Work powerfully diagnoses why most organizations and people are 

overworked and yet are underperforming, being trapped in the thick of thin 

things. It will forever change how you and your organization look at work—and 

better yet, how real work is identified and done, and the results that follow.” 

 —Stephen M. R. Covey, New York Times bestselling author of The Speed of Trust

“It is refreshing to be exposed to some new ideas with enormous practical 

relevance. Better yet, the authors propose actionable cures for this silent 

disease of fake work that most businesses don’t recognize they have.”

—Jack Zenger, CEO of Zenger|Folkman and coauthor of the bestselling 

    The Extraordinary Leader

“A must-read for anyone who works. The concepts within these pages will 

change your view of work and inspire you to focus on what’s really important 

to the strategies of your company.”

—Hyrum Smith, co-founder of FranklinCovey, CEO of Galileo

“The damage fake work does to our organizations is incalculable. Leaders 

who care passionately about both performance and people should pay close 

attention to this important book.”

—Craig Swenson, president, Argosy University 

“Fake Work masterfully helps you diagnose the symptoms and spot the root 

causes of fake work, and put your people on the path to work that really matters. 

An organization pays a heavy price when its bright, capable people quit and 

leave. But it’s even more costly when bright, capable people quit and stay.”

—Rodger Dean Duncan, author of ChangeSmarts: Engaging People’s Heads, Hearts, and Hopes

“This remarkable book, backed by years of research, is a how-to-do-it road 

map leading to peak performance.” 

—Dr. Charles R. Hobbs, president, Unified Power, LLC

“Peterson and Nielson explore the depth and breadth of a subtle yet intriguing 

phenomenon that plagues contemporary work life. No one can afford to be 

without this book.”

—R. Wayne Pace, Ph.D., founding president, Academy of Human Resource Development

“Buzzing BlackBerries, compulsive e-mailing, 
and deadly PowerPoints are indicators that your 
workforce may be busy doing fake work. Peterson 
and Nielson provide a clear pathway to real work!”
—Elliott Masie, chair, The Learning CONSORTIUM

BRENT D. PETERSON, Ph.D., is 

the co-founder and chair of The 

Work Itself Group, Inc., which helps 

organizations align strategy with 

work. He is a sought-after speaker, 

spent many years as a professor of 

human resource development in the Marriott School of 

Management, and was director of the Nyal McMullen 

Center for Entrepreneurship. He has written twenty 

books, founded three consulting companies, and 

facilitated more than 3,000 workshops over thirty years 

ranging from leadership to management to human 

resource issues, primarily with Fortune 1000 companies, 

around the world. 

GAYLAN W. NIELSON, M.A., is the 

co-founder and CEO of The Work 

Itself Group, Inc. He has spent more 

than twenty-two years consulting 

on a multitude of issues, including 

strategic planning, alignment, and 

execution; and he consults, speaks, and writes about 

those processes extensively. He has also facilitated 

more than 1,500 workshops, led critical projects, 

and consulted on a myriad of issues dealing with 

communication, management, leadership, and human 

resources. He has worked with corporations and 

government agencies around the world—in every 

industry, at every level, and in every functional part of 

their organizations.

$25.00 U.S. 
$28.99 Can.

and
G

AY
L

A
N

 W
.

N
IE

L
SO

N

JACKET DESIGN BY BECK STVAN

AUTHOR PHOTOGRAPHS BY MARK RYAN

PRINTED IN THE U.S.A.  COPYRIGHT © 2009 SIMON & SCHUSTER

AUDIO AND EBOOK EDITIONS ALSO AVAILABLE

MEET THE AUTHOR, WATCH VIDEOS AND MORE AT 

SimonandSchuster.com 
T H E  S O U R C E  F O R  R E A D I N G  G R O U P S

SIMON SPOTLIGHT ENTERTAINMENT
www.SimonSaysTheSPOT.com

BUSINESS & ECONOMICS 0109

ISBN-13: 978-1-4169-4824-7 $25.00 U.S.
ISBN-10: 1-4169-4824-4 $28.99 Can.



(xvi)

foreword
by Stephen R. Covey

THIS IS AN amazing book. And so needed today!
Just consider this story: You’re flying to a business meeting in 

Chicago. You land on time, go to the car rental place, and rent a 
car. The person at the desk gives you a map. You find your rental 
car in the lot and drive off, happily on your way. The problem 
is, the person at the desk made a mistake and handed you a map 
of Philadelphia. That was the only source of information that you 
had. You’re totally lost and utterly confused, so you call your busi-
ness associate, who is waiting for you at the meeting, and tell him 
that you can hardly find your way out of the airport. He glibly tells 
you to try harder, so you double your speed, but now you’re get-
ting increasingly lost twice as fast. You call your associate again 
in a state of utter discouragement, complaining that you can find 
no landmark that resembles anything on the map. He senses your 
negative energy and tells you to think positively. He even gives 
one of his favorite little speeches about the importance of PMA—
Positive Mental Attitude—and sings a few lines of “Your altitude 
is governed by your attitude” to you. So you start thinking posi-
tively and now you don’t care that you’re lost. You’re happy and 
contented in your lost state. You never really wanted to attend the 
meeting, anyway. 

But the problem had nothing to do with your behavior or with 
your attitude. It had everything to do with a bad map.

That’s what this book is about. It gives us the right map about 
work. Now of course, if you have the correct map, then behavior 
and attitude become important. But until you have a correct map, 
to change your behavior or to shape up your attitude would be 
worthless. In almost every field of endeavor, significant break-
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 throughs are break withs: breaks with old ways of thinking, old 

mental models, in short - bad maps.
Take a moment and consider the following question: What is 

more central to life than work? Work is the major activity that oc-
cupies most of our time every day. Therefore, it is supremely im-
portant to get a correct map, or a correct view, of what real work 
is.

That’s why this book is so valuable, particularly today, when 
we have moved from the Industrial Age into the Knowledge 
Worker Age. In the Industrial Age, over 80 percent of the value 
added to goods and services came from machinery and manual 
labor, and there was a greater alignment and connection between 
this kind of work and producing desired results. But in the Knowl-
edge Worker Age, 70 to 80 percent of the value added to goods 
and services comes from knowledge work—that is, human input, 
where the connection between such work and desired results has 
become blurred. In this global, digitized economy, competition is 
ten times what it was before, and the necessity to avoid fake work 
and do real work will make all the difference, producing success 
or failure.

Another reason it’s so important to get a correct map of work 
is that organizations are currently under tremendous pressure to 
produce more for less, and yet employees are, for the most part, 
disempowered or even disallowed from using their capabilities, 
their intelligence, their talents, and their passion. What a dilem-
ma—pressure to produce more for less yet prevented from using 
talent! Fake work is deeply demoralizing and disempowering and 
contributes to the metastasizing emotional cancers of interpersonal 
conflict, interdepartmental rivalries, hidden agendas, complaining, 
criticizing, angry contention, and profound cynicism. And people 
often feel that they’re being victimized by the system or a bad boss 
or some other corporate bad guy.

Employees today are caught in the activity trap—they’re busy 
to the hilt but profoundly misaligned with well-thought-through 
strategies and desired results. In fact, in most cases, even if the 
strategies are well thought through, they’re not understood down 
the line. Or if the strategies are understood, most people don’t
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know how their role connects to those strategic goals. Then the 
whole world of work revolves around execution gaps. The activity 
trap becomes institutionalized and enculturated, and eventually 
many come to assume that this is simply the way things are—they 
start to accept that most reports are never even looked at, most 
meetings don’t need to be held, and little by little they become 
codependent and complicit in maintaining this terribly costly fake 
reality. Then more and more people complain, criticize, and blame, 
blame, blame. (This is sometimes called a self fulfilling prophecy, 
where you produce the evidence to support your perception.)

I encourage you to seriously study this book; it is so beauti-
fully, sequentially organized into two parts: Part 1, Understanding 
Fake Work and Its Causes; and Part 2, The Pathways out of Fake 
Work, and the stories wonderfully represent and illustrate each of 
the points made in this sequence. If you allow the sequence to have 
its way with you, as I did, you will have a growing conviction of 
the difference between fake work and real work. You will also feel 
excited and energized about fixing the problem.

This fixing process is immensely practical and hands-on, but 
also fundamentally principle-based, so that you can adapt these 
principles to most every situation. I’ve had years of involvement in 
both doing fake work and researching fake work, and I’ve learned 
from personal experience the sense of satisfaction and fulfillment 
that comes from doing real work that is aligned with carefully 
thought through strategic results. The combination of the para-
digm of fake and real work and the stories in this book will give 
you the confidence to resolve and deal with the execution gaps that 
are so pervasive in most organizations.

Synergy means the whole is greater than the sum of the parts. 
These two authors have produced a superior, synergistic product 
on a subject of immense importance. Gaylan Nielson was a senior 
leader at FranklinCovey at a period when I traveled extensively, so 
I don’t know him well, but I know of his accomplishments and his 
work with our consulting group—helping us forge new services 
and building long-term relationships with our clients with a whole 
new perspective. That new perspective manifests itself as a fresh
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 angle, a unique, creative contribution to this book and to his work 

with Brent Peterson in building several companies that have 
grown into The Work Itself Group. I have known Brent Peterson 
for many years and believe him to be one of the finest educators I 
have ever known. The textbooks he has written have been brilliant 
and well accepted. We have worked together as professors at a 
university and then as consultants, trainers, researchers, and writ-
ers in a marvelous training company. He has served as a real work 
leader, CEO, entrepreneur, and business owner and developer for 
many years. There is true synergy in this wonderful book, which I 
commend to you as being foundational in helping organizations to 
align and to execute on that which they have strategically decided 
to be worthy to focus on. This book should be read by leaders, by 
managers, by trainers and by workers.

I wish you all the best in your study of this new mindset, and 
acquisition of the new tool set and skill set that enables the move-
ment from the activity trap to both institutionalizing and encultur-
ating real work.


