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Attracting the rebel

Francesca Gino (Francesca): When I think about what really gets 
rebels to be successful, they are people that not only try out different 
things in terms of the way they approach work or life, but they are 
also people who have really brought the commitment to exploring 
ways of being in the world that might have first felt wrong or possibly 
even distractive. Thanks to that discomfort that they are really 
fighting against tendencies that are natural for them and they get to 
experience the benefit in terms of more engagement in the work that 
they do, more creative way of thinking, and also more innovation and 
better performance.

Burt Rea (Burt): Work is essentially a human endeavor and a true 
human experience at work is one that embeds meaning into work 
and enables every employee to contribute in a positive and personal 
way. As our guest today, Francesca Gino will talk about some of those 
valuable contributions come from people whose personal approach 
to work in unconventional and who aren’t afraid to break the rules. 
Professor Gino is the Tandon Family Professor of Business at Harvard 
Business School and the author of the new book Rebel Talent: Why 
it Pays to Break the Rules at Work and in Life. Later, we will also hear 
from some of our Deloitte leaders on why organizations must stop 
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filling job slots and start thinking in new ways about how to access 
skills and workers to gain a competitive edge in the war for talent.

Jim Guszcza (Jim): Thank you everybody for dialing into our Capital 
H podcast. Today’s guest is Francesca Gino. Francesca is a very 
distinguished professor at Harvard Business School. She is an award-
winning researcher, she is a prominent behavioral economist, and 
Francesca is the Tandon Family Professor of Business Administration 
at Harvard Business School. She is also formally affiliated with the 
program on negotiation at Harvard Law School with the Mind, Brain, 
and Behavior initiative at Harvard and with the Behavioral Insights 
group at the Harvard Kennedy School. Francesca regularly consults 
for and speaks at many of the world’s leading organizations. She  
has been recognized as one of the world’s top 40 business 
professors by Poets & Quants and is one of the world’s 50 Most 
Influential Management Thinkers by Thinkers 50. Francesca is the 
author of the new book Rebel Talent: Why it Pays to Break the Rules 
at Work and in Life and that is the subject of today’s podcast. So 
Francesca, welcome to the Capital H podcast and thank you for 
joining us.Francesca Gino (Francesca): It is such a pleasure to be  
here, thank you Jim for having me.
 
Jim: So let’s start. The title of your new book is Rebel Talent and the 
first idea that brings to mind is, isn’t rebel talent a bad thing, that’s 
about breaking the rules, and don’t companies have rules for  
a reason? 

Francesca: We think about rebels the wrong way, that is what I 
was trying to suggest with the book. The book is really about rule-
breaking as a constructive rather than a destructive force. Rebels 
are people who challenge the status quo in ways that drive positive 
change. So I would say that rebels can be quite effective and break 
rules that should in fact be broken or at least questioned.

Jim: So it’s not breaking the rules for the sake of breaking rules,  
I think you used the phrase constructive nonconformity, it’s  
breaking rules to kind of help the goals of the organization or  
help their colleagues.

Francesca: Exactly. Rebels are not the people who break the rules 
just for the sake of being annoying but they are people who break 
rules that hold them and others back. So, one example is a now 
well-known chef who knows a lot about traditional Italian dishes. A 
few years back, he decided to go to that context, Italian traditional 
dishes, and reinvent them. He came up with something innovative 
and these restaurants became the best restaurants in the world in 
2016 and they were back at the top of the list in 2018. You have a chef 
who studied traditions carefully, but then decided to do something 
different. That would be an example of breaking rules and in the 
particular situation is breaking at least in the way he did so was by 
going to traditions and start asking questions and say, maybe, it 

made sense 20 years ago to cook the dish this way, but it doesn’t 
today. So how is it that we can create something similar, the same 
type of dish but in a different way? That is a great example of what I 
would call rebel talent.

Jim: In your book you talk about five different aspects or facets of 
what you call rebel talent, would it make sense to walk through those 
for the listeners?

Francesca: Absolutely. So, the first one is a talent for novelty and the 
idea is that most of us just for the very fact that we are human beings 
prefer to stay with what is comfortable and familiar, and rebels 
instead are people who stretch themselves and go for novelty even if 
that comes with a little bit of discomfort at least at first. The second 
talent is the talent for curiosity. I was struck by the fact that having 
small children at home, their world is one of constant questioning, 
asking all sorts of questions. Just the other day, my son was asking, 
Why is the sky blue? Why is it that we need to wear clothes when 
we get out of the house? Or why is it that we need to pay for things? 
If you look, the curiosity peaks at the age four and five but then 
it declines steadily from there. Rebels are people who keep their 
curiosity alive and help others do the same.

Jim: So for curiosity, I think one of the concepts you mentioned was 
psychological safety, so that is something that organizations will need 
to be cognizant of. In my experience, it is very easy for leaders to 
drive out a sense of psychological safety without even realizing it. I 
don’t know if you have seen that in your research.

Francesca: Yes, I have studied a lot of organizations and leaders 
who actually think that they are creating environments where others 
are willing to express their own thoughts and ideas and then you go 
and talk to the employees and they fear speaking up, or they feel that 
last time they tried it, their ideas were smothered by others. And it’s 
interesting to take the idea of psychological safety seriously, it’s an 
important one if we really want to make sure that people bring their 
contributions forward. We need to let them know that that’s what we 
value and also make sure that we almost stop ourselves from making 
judgments that are too quick judgments or evaluate the judgment of 
others’ ideas.

Jim: That’s very nice, thank you. In the next facet of rebel talent, you 
discussed was talent for perspective, is that right? 

Francesca: Perspective is talent that rebels seem to share, no 
matter what their context or type of job is. Perspective means 
comments to situations or problems, looking at them from multiple 
points of view rather than just one which is usually our own. And 
having perspective means that when we are in conversations, we are 
also more respectful of each other’s views despite the fact that there 
might be conflict and disagreement.
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Jim: You also told a story in the book to illustrate the talent for 
perspective that involved Sully, the Miracle on the Hudson?

Francesca: Yes. Sully Sullenberger is a person that really struck me 
as a beautiful example of perspective. I, before he became famous, 
before there was a movie done on him, I found myself reading the 
accident report, the accident of that flight leaving LaGuardia and 
hitting a group of geese in the air so that the plane ended up with 
no power in their engines. What was striking about this story is that 
here you had a person who had 208 seconds to make a decision, that 
is very little time, that is the time he had when he discovered that 
there was no thrust in the engine and the time he ditched the plane 
in the Hudson River. During that time, if you look at the conversation 
as it was happening on the plane, he was considering all sorts of 
options, and to me that was remarkable because most of us under 
that level of pressure and that level of anxiety probably would have 
gone to the most obvious answer, which would have been to land at 
the closest airport. Most of us under stress tend to narrow our way 
of thinking, narrow options rather than what he was doing, which 
was broadening his perspective. After reading the accident report, I 
reached out to him since I wanted to learn more about his approach 
to problems or to any situation, what I discovered is that by the time 
the accident happened, he had a ton of experience, over 30,000 
hours of flying before that flight. He had served in the military, so he 
had all sorts of experience flying all sorts of planes. He also served as 
a volunteer studying previous accidents, so he had a lot of knowledge 
and information about what can go wrong on a plane and yet every 
time he walked into the cockpit, he would ask himself what it is that 
I can learn on this flight. So he had this amazing ability of always 
coming to problems open-minded, looking at them from multiple 
perspectives, and that’s what rebels do.

Jim: That is just fascinating. I love that story and what you just said 
reminds me of a connection that a couple of my colleagues, Geoff 
Tuff and Steven Goldbach here at Deloitte, just wrote a book called 
Detonate, and one of the things they discussed in their book is an 
old Zen Buddhist concept of the beginner’s mind and they connect 
that with the ability to recognize orthodoxy and recognize when 
orthodoxy might not be appropriate for the situation, like at the 
time of this emergency plane landing. The quote they use is, in the 
beginner’s mind, there are many possibilities and in the experts’ 
minds, there are few. So very often experts are the ones who are like 
well I know what’s best, these are the best practices, I have done this 
before. Whereas, I think in your book you talk about the difference 
between what we should do versus what we could do. Would you like 
to say a few words about that?

Francesca: It’s a very changing language in the way we approach 
a problem that allows us to either think about one precise answer 
to a problem that is the “should” version of what it is that I should 
do versus really considering all sorts of options, perspectives, and 

alternatives; that’s the “could” version. What I find in the research that 
I conducted with my colleagues is that, when we approach problems 
and situations with that type of “could” mind-set, we are going to 
have a broader perspective and we are also going to be better able to 
come up with creative solutions to our problems. The decision quality 
is higher when we approach a situation with a “could” mind-set rather 
than the “should” mind-set and the results are better. But as you said, 
experience often leads us to be more likely to ask what should I do, 
rather than what could I do, because we have a sense of the type of 
answer that we should use.

Jim: That’s wonderful. Don’t just throw the rule book out, but just be 
aware that the rules, they might be 90 percent of the situations, but 
you want to be aware that there could be exceptions or contextual 
factors that we need to take into account. So, checklists are very 
useful, but you don’t want to follow them blindly; you keep a 
beginner’s mind while you are using a checklist.

Francesca: Yeah, that is a good way of thinking about it. It is not 
that I am arguing the rules are unnecessary or it is silly to have 
rules, absolutely not. It’s important to have in this case a checklist or 
guidelines that can help us do the work that we do but the problem is 
that often we treat these guidelines or rules as given, as a thing that 
we need to approach with a very clear mind-set of just executing on 
the guidelines or doing the work as specified by the rules, when in 
fact it would be more helpful to come to the situation open-minded. 
When I think about all sorts of organizations that really encourage 
the type of rebelliousness that I talk about, one of the things that 
makes them different is that leaders are usually very clear and 
very transparent on what the values are that the organization is 
committed to, but also what rules should not be broken or should 
not be questioned. But then they are more flexible in allowing their 
workers, their employees, to approach work with an open mind, the 
same way Sally did on his flight. 

Jim: Let’s keep marching down your list of facets of rebel talent. The 
next one I believe is the talent for diversity, is that right?

Francesca: That’s right. Rebels seem to share a talent for diversity 
and what I mean by that is they don’t accept social rules that are 
passed on to us by society. They don’t find themselves thinking, 
using typical judgments, and instead they are people who really can 
leverage differences. I thought this was an important ingredient in 
light of the fact that so many organizations nowadays are talking 
about the importance of diversity, but often what I see as I learn 
more about their initiatives is that, yes, maybe they are bringing in 
more diversity, maybe if something that on paper you see getting 
better because they are talking percentages of certain categories of 
people and the percentages are in fact changing, but it’s not a true 
commitment to really increase in diversity in a way that also increases 
inclusion. So what’s interesting about leaders what I call rebel leaders 
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who have a talent for diversity is that they don’t talk about diversity 
as a problem to be solved, they talk about it as an opportunity to 
leverage, and they talk about also the differences that can help us do 
the work that we do better.

Jim: That’s very nice. In fact, there is almost an irony the way you 
described it, it is like a lot of organizations it seems almost treating 
diversity as, let’s create another set of rules, whereas what you are 
saying is almost the opposite.

Francesca: Unfortunately, just this idea of increasing diversity for 
the sake of it and just talking percentages and see if the organization 
is getting better just doesn’t seem to pay off, and part of the issue 
is that maybe, yes, you are going to have a workforce that is more 
diverse but you haven’t thought about the fact that by increasing 
differences in groups in the workplace, we also need to address 
the fact that people are going to have different views that they get 
challenged. So being able to manage that in a way that people know 
that there is an opportunity in front of their eyes is quite important. 
I can think of an organization that went on to this journey of really 
committing to diversity and in fact finding all sorts of possibilities and 
opportunities to stress how that is important to decision-making, for 
instance. I was at one of their meetings where everybody seemed 
to sort of agree and nod their heads with whatever it is that the 
decision was being looked at, and the leader stood up in the middle 
of the meeting and said it is time to make the donuts. And everybody 
smiled and they started challenging each other’s viewpoints and 
really make the best of leveraging differences and making sure that 
diversity could really shine.
 
I was totally confused by what the leader did, and so I asked the 
people who were at the meeting and they said that it’s language  
that is well-known inside of the organization that refers to them  
as a company from the food industry where you would see Fred,  
the baker, get up in the morning, go off and make donuts. And then 
the day after he would do the same thing, and the day after he 
would do the same thing, and he would get the idea of getting into 
the motion, into the routine, rather than breaking out of it. So what 
the leader is doing is making sure that people really break out of 
this mode of just agreeing with one another rather than leveraging 
different perspectives.

Jim: It seems like there are these, they are very deep, ingrained, I 
don’t know if you want to call them cognitive biases, but they are 
ingrained features of human psychology that are just the way  
we are wired, that make it a challenge to promote diversity  
in an organization.

Francesca: Yeah, in general, bringing more rebelliousness into our 
lives and into our organization is hard because it requires having 
these fights with ourselves and going against the tendencies that 
come naturally because we are human beings. So absolutely, we 

need that fight and in having the fight, we are going to bring in more 
discomfort into our lives. When I think about what really gets rebels 
to be successful, they are people that not only try out different 
things in terms of the way they approach work or life, but they are 
also people who have really a broader commitment to exploring 
ways of being in the world that might at first feel wrong or possibly 
even destructive. Thanks to that discomfort that they are really 
fighting against tendencies that are natural for them and they get to 
experience the benefit in terms of more engagement in the work that 
they do, more creative way of thinking, and also more innovation and 
better performance.

Jim: You just said the word engagement and I wanted to turn to that, 
but first I want to ask you to elaborate on the fifth aspect of rebel 
talent, which I think you called it authenticity.

Francesca: One talent that rebels have is authenticity and what that 
means is going against the natural tendency of just following what 
others are doing or conforming to their way of thinking. So rebels are 
people who express their views even when others in the group or in 
the organization have very different ways or thoughts about what the 
right thing to do or the right decision to take.

Jim: I think you say that inauthenticity can lead to lack of 
engagement, even I think you said health problems with employees, 
but it sounds like authenticity is a very strong driver of employee 
engagement and true performance, is that right?

Francesca: Absolutely. One easy way for me to think about the 
issue of authenticity and its link to engagement is think about the 
many different flights I have taken in the last few years. I am not sure 
whether you are like me or the listeners are like us, but whenever 
the safety announcement comes up, I usually tune out. I really 
don’t pay attention to what is being said, which if I think about it, it’s 
probably not a good idea. In terms of myself as a passenger, I would 
probably be safer if I actually paid attention to what I should be doing 
in case of emergency, and I often think about the flight attendants, 
the people who are there spouting out the safety announcement. 
You are in front of a 100 people or a 150 people and on the plane, 
nobody is paying attention to what you are saying. That is probably 
not giving you a great sense of satisfaction in the work that you 
do. But if you think about this, there are airlines that are doing it 
differently where, yes, flight attendants are the one spouting out the 
safety announcement, but they do so in a way that is authentic. So, 
maybe a flight attendant who really loves to sing and so there are 
examples and stories of flight attendants that decided to sing the 
safety announcement, or there are stories of others who particularly 
like to tell jokes and so there were jokes as they were telling the 
passengers about the safety announcement. So that are perfect 
situations where not only every passenger is now paying attention, 
but the flight attendant is bringing authenticity in the work that they 
do in a way that is really fulfilling.
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And it’s just striking to think how often we go to work, or we are 
at work, and work doesn’t feel like a source of joy but rather it is a 
source of frustration. For most people, if you pay attention to the 
data and you are probably very well familiar with them, work simply 
sucks and it shouldn’t be that way.

Jim: There are real economic consequences to that because if work 
sucks for the employee, it will probably suck for the customer the 
employee is dealing with too, right?

Francesca: The data on engagement is very convincing. Many 
different organizations have collected data on engagement, my 
colleagues and I have collected data on engagement in our own 
research, and what we find consistently is that organizations where 
engagement is higher have better results in terms of performance, 
in terms of innovations, in terms of creativity, and not only that, 
you are also creating an environment where people feel that work 
is satisfying rather than being a source of frustrations. So in terms 
of looking at even health aspects of engagement, that people feel 
lower levels of burnout, that have better health. So to me looking at 
the data that shows that two-third of workplaces are full of people 
that are disengaged or actively disengaged just raises a big question 
of we should think about this carefully and make sure that what 
we can do as leaders, create environments where people do feel 
engaged in the work that they do. So for instance, a few years back 
I had the opportunity to work with a call center in India. They were 
really struggling with their retention rates. Most of their people 
would come into the business, receive 6 to 8 weeks of training, and 
then they will leave 45 to 60 days into the job. So not the greatest 
investment. So what we suggested, which is something that they 
tried out and then really embraced as an idea, is to have some of 
the new people joining go through a different welcoming process, 
one where they had a chance to think about for 30 minutes, it is a 
very small intervention, they thought about their strengths, what’s 
unique about them, and how they could they start the job so that 
they could bring out who they are more often. So, some people 
went through that revised welcoming process, some of those went 
through the regular welcoming process that the organization had, 
and seven months later when we looked at their retention rates, they 
were much better for those who had that chance for reflection at the 
moment of the start of their employment relationships. And they also 
felt more satisfaction out of their jobs and they performed better in 
their jobs. So that’s a perfect example of a context where the job is 
scripted, there is clearly a lot of focus on efficiency and getting the 
work done, but allowing for the talent of authenticity to come out 
more strongly was really helpful to the organization.
 
Jim: That was actually one of my favorite stories in your book 
and it’s also an example of what a more modern approach to 
“scientific management,” where you can actually create behavioral 
interventions based on insights about human psychology, test them, 
and show how they can economically move the needle and that is 

just like an approach to “scientific management” that I don’t think is 
on a lot of people’s radar screens right now. Francesca, can I ask you 
one last question, you have been very generous with your time, this 
might be a bit off the wall, but one last question?

Francesca: Of course.

Jim: What were you just saying about the call center operators 
fascinates me. I am a data scientist by training and that has been 
getting me thinking a lot about artificial intelligence in recent 
years because obviously data science algorithms are one type of 
artificial intelligence and artificial intelligence technologies or smart 
technologies are all about essentially the opposite of rebel talent. AI 
technologies are about either following rules to the letter or picking 
up past patterns of behavior and propagating them into the future. 
That can be very helpful. It can do spadework that is too routine for 
humans to spend their time on. For example, chatbots can answer 
routine questions, but the more we have those smart technologies 
hitting the workplace, right now the mind-set is let’s use those to 
replace workers, but the implication of what you are saying is we 
should just think about just the opposite way, right. We should 
let workers become more like rebel talent and less like machines 
because we have plenty of machines to do the mechanized work.  
Is that a reasonable conclusion?

Francesca: Yeah, I think it is a very nice conclusion when you are 
thinking about the future of work and it is also the case that because 
of the role of artificial intelligence and the role of technology and 
what that is doing for organizations. If you look at some of the 
data looking into the future, some of the arguments that are being 
made based on the data is that the work obviously is changing but 
that artificial intelligence can take over only a certain aspect of the 
work that people do, and that one of the skills that is going to be 
even more important to people is their creativity and with that also 
curiosity. So when I look at the potential for rebel talent to help in 
the future of work, in a world where we have more technology and 
artificial intelligence supporting some of the work that we do, I am 
looking at that world with a lot of excitement. So I see my role as one 
of making sure that I am out there into as many organizations and 
workplaces as possible to talk about these ideas, to make sure that 
we go into the future knowing that some of the characteristics that 
these rebels seem to have are characteristics that are going to be 
even more important tomorrow than today.

Jim: Well I think it is a perfect note to end our podcast on. So 
Francesca Gino, thank you so much for joining us. This has been a 
fascinating conversation.

Francesca: Thank you so much Jim for having me.
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