
Taking swift action inspires those around 
you and maximizes the possibilities
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Editor’s note:  Mel Robbins is a CNN commentator, 
writer, and legal analyst. Her TEDx Talk “How to 
Stop Screwing Yourself Over” has 5.5 million views, 
and her book, Stop Saying You’re Fine: The No-BS 
Guide to Getting What You Want, is a best seller 
that has been translated into four languages. 
Robbins will speak to APICS 2016 attendees in 
Washington, DC, September 25–27. Elizabeth 
Rennie, APICS magazine managing editor, had the 
opportunity to learn more about Robbins and her 
upcoming general session presentation.

Rennie: In your TEDx Talk, you told the audience that 
one-third of Americans are unsatisfied with their lives and 
that many have developed a commute-work-commute-
sleep routine that is holding them back from their full 
potentials. How can people identify what is missing from 
their lives and take the first steps to getting it back? 
Robbins: The majority of people know what they want 
to change. But if you’re stuck, here’s a helpful question: 
Do you want your life and your work to look exactly 
the same as they do now in the future? If not, what is 
different about the future you and the life you [want 
to lead]? As for how you make those changes, the most 
important thing is to actually start. And you can do that 
very easily. Get curious about the things you want to 
change and want to see happen in your work, your life, 
and to you in the future. … Read books. Search for blogs 
and information. Find people who are already doing the 
things you want to make happen, and use their stories 
and their advice to make a plan. After you’ve identified 
the steps to take, [then] you can use the five-second rule 
to force yourself to do the work on the plan. But the 
most important piece is starting.     

Rennie: The five-second rule is a technique to help 
people take action, correct? You say that it can help our 
brains stop working against us by hitting the internal 
emergency brake. Please tell me more about that.
Robbins: The five-second rule is simple. When you 
have an impulse to act on a goal, you must physically 
move within five seconds, or your brain will kill it. 
This is the only strategy that works, and it is how you 
force yourself to do the work that you either don’t feel 
like doing, are scared of, or are avoiding. The rule is a 
conduit for all change.

Rennie: If someone decides that change at work is needed, 
what other kinds of strategies do you recommend?
Robbins: Work conflict is always a tough area for many 
people. The truth is hard to face. It’s either you or the 
environment you are in. If it’s you, then you’ll need to 
identify the behavior that you need to change and educate 
yourself or seek help from your company. Issues related 
to procrastination, project management, leadership devel-
opment, and executive presence, for example, can all be 
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resolved through skill-building work. If your 
company doesn’t offer it, seek it out. And 
you can start by just Googling the topic.

If it’s the environment you are working in, 
that is unlikely to change unless it is a small 
company and you have a highly visible role. 
So look harder at yourself, figure out how to 
move to a different role or team in the com-
pany, or find another environment. Another 
strategy is to change how you "show up" by 
being a fan of everyone you work with. It is a 
powerful psychological tactic that will shift 
how everyone on your team communicates 
and operates. I’ll be teaching it to [attendees] 
at the conference.

Rennie: What else do attendees 
at APICS 2016 have to look forward to at 
your general session? What types of discov-
eries will they make about themselves, their 
careers, and their companies?
Robbins: Believe it or not, attendees will 
walk out of this speech with a life-chang-
ing perspective about what it takes to make 
anything happen and constantly empower 
the people around them. Attendees will 
confront the reality that self-doubt and the 
habit of hesitating throughout the day have 
robbed them of opportunity and joy in work 

and in life. And they will leave with the 
five-second rule, which they can use imme-
diately in endless situations to push through 
doubt and seize the incredible potential that 
is right in front of them. They will go back 
into work and to their families understanding 
the fundamental drivers of human behavior 
and have a very simple, proven philosophy to 
enrich any relationship they care about. 

Rennie: Why is having this clear under-
standing of the people in our lives—our 
bosses, our employees, our families, and 
our friends—so essential for engaging dif-
ferent personality types, inspiring people, 
and achieving business goals? 
Robbins: People only do things for three 
reasons: One, they are paid. [But] I will 
present research that proves that simply 
paying people more does not influence 
their level of engagement. Second, they are 
pushed. Typically when we are pushed to 
do something, we don’t want to do it and 
we resent it. But there are ways that you 
can push by being a fan that will increase 
engagement, maximize potential, and 
make people personally care. Third, they 
[feel it is something] deeply personal. This 
is where the magic happens. If you can 

figure out a way to connect the work with 
something that is personal to the people 
you are trying to influence, you win. 

Rennie: How can company leaders help 
create work environments that are more 
conducive to this kind of personal connec-
tion to the work we do every day? 
Robbins: Leaders at companies of all sizes 
should always be plugged into the pulse of 
two things: opportunities to make an impact 
with their customers and their people. There 
are three factors that make people want to 
"show up" to work: doing work that matters, 
feeling valued, and having the autonomy to 
express themselves through their work.

Feeling valued is critical. And, again, it 
isn’t tied to a specific dollar amount. The 
majority of people who leave their jobs—
more than 80 percent—cite lack of appreci-
ation as the reason. If you are always point-
ing out what’s wrong, you’ll drive your 
team out the door. A second critical factor 
is knowing that the work you do is tied to 
something really important—that it makes 
a huge difference. Your job as a leader is to 
communicate the difference each and every 
person makes, and communicate it often. 
Finally, people need autonomy, which is the 
space to be creative. Focus on outcomes—
what people need to do—not style, which 
is how they do it. If you are constantly 
micro-managed, you aren’t going to bring 
enthusiasm and creativity to your work. 
Thanks to the internet and smartphones, 
every single person in the workforce is 
more creative, informed, and autonomous 
than ever before. It’s critical to shift man-
agement tactics because of it.

Rennie: You say there are three traps that 
every leader faces. Can you tell me about 
these traps and your strategies for over-
coming them?
Robbins: Number one is success. The 
more successful you become, the harder it’s 
going to be for you to change. Number two 
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is arrogance and believing you’re [always] 
right, which closes you off to innovation, 
collaboration, and engagement with your 
team. Number three is [having the] wrong 
focus. It’s essential as your business grows 
that your role grows as well and that you 
focus on things that truly matter instead of 
the things that you feel comfortable doing. 
And, in particular, [you need to con-
centrate on] moving from someone who 
focuses on individual gains to becoming 
someone who understands the new rules 
of influence and how to elevate and engage 
the people who work for you. 

Rennie: Can you please tell me more about 
that and about the tips you offer to help 
people become more effective influencers? 
Robbins: The democratization of infor-
mation and how it has changed the rules 
of inf luence is critical to understand. 
The people you manage have access 
to the exact same information you do. 
Managers used to be able to tell people 
what to do and how to do it and hold 
power over their teams because they held 
the information. Because of the internet, 
Google, Glassdoor, [and] smartphones, 
it’s now all out there. Your team will only 
thrive if you lower the power dynamic 
between you [and them] … and view 
yourself as someone who is there to help 
them be their best, appreciate what they 
do, and cheer them on the whole way. If 
you don’t do that—especially in this day 
and age where everyone views themselves 
as an equal—you will create resentment, 
disengagement, and people who hoard 
information from you. 

Rennie: Your discussion on the internal 
snooze button really resonated with TEDx 
Talk viewers. What is it about today’s 
workplaces and businesses that contrib-
ute to so many people hitting snooze and 
rolling over rather than starting their days 
with enthusiasm?

Robbins: The main factor is that we 
never turn off—ever. If you are awake, 
you are likely attached to a device. The 
lines between work and home are gone 
for most of us. So when you finally shut 
your eyes and go to sleep, that’s the 
one time in your day that is yours. This 
makes it hard to launch yourself out of 
bed every morning. And there are a lot 
more external pressures—technology, 
endless choices, media, internet—and just 
the pace of life is faster. But people’s core 
needs and values have not changed. Human 
beings are fundamentally the same. Every 
single one of us wants the same things from 
our careers: to do work that matters and be 
acknowledged for a job well done. 

Rennie: Your book urges people to find 
another way to describe how they are 
doing and feeling. Why is it so important 
to avoid the word “fine,” and how would 
finding a more accurate response help you 
in the workplace?
Robbins: Let’s face it, fine is a throwaway 
word. When you say you are fine, you are 
telling people that you aren’t engaged in 
the conversation. And you aren’t really 
telling the truth. Work is a very visible 

environment. So, depending on your goals, 
you manage how you act and how you 
speak. … Your words matter because they 
send a message. There is no bullet-proof 
answer other than to be smart about how 
you want to be seen, and operate and speak 
consistently with that goal. 

Elizabeth Rennie is managing editor for  
APICS magazine. She may be contacted at 
editorial@apics.org.

To comment on this article, send a message to 

feedback@apics.org.

Join us at APICS 2016 in Washington, DC, 
September 25–27, by registering today at 
apicsconference.org.

Digital Exclusive: Check out 
the APICS magazine tablet app 
for a story about Managing 
Editor Elizabeth Rennie’s 
personal experience trying 

out the five-second rule. If you haven’t 
downloaded the app yet, search for "APICS 
mag" in the App Store or Google play.

YOUR JOB AS A LEADER IS  
TO COMMUNICATE  

THE DIFFERENCE EACH AND EVERY PERSON 
MAKES, AND COMMUNICATE IT OFTEN.




