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Thermometers and thermostats have a lot in 
common: They both give an indication of the 
environment around us. What they “say” at any 
given moment is directly correlated with how 
comfortable we’re likely to be at that moment.

And yet, thermometers and thermostats are 
fundamentally different.

Thermostats control the environment.
Thermometers react to the environment.
Do you smell a business metaphor coming on? (You know us too well.)

When it comes to your leadership style, are you a thermostat or a 
thermometer? If things are getting sticky and oppressive—or frigid—do you 
make adjustments? Or do you stand around yelling: “HEY, JUST SO 
EVERYONE KNOWS, IT’S SUPER UNCOMFORTABLE AROUND HERE!”

You can guess which is more effective.

Are you a
thermometer  

or a
thermostat?

Your Morale Comfort Zone

Is there a happy medium between extravagant perks that break your 
budget and working your employees to the point of burnout and turnover? 
Absolutely. Some businesses need a ping pong table. Others need unlimited, 
really good coffee. (And some businesses need a fully stocked bar.) Other 
businesses need to make sure benefits packages include excellent coverage for 
mental health. 

Whatever your business needs, the point is to figure it out, set parameters, and 
then tweak as you go along so things never have the chance to get too hot or 
too cold.

Morale-oriented comfort zones can be difficult to quantify. Sometimes it’s hard to 
take the temperature of your business when you’re immersed in the 
environment. Ideally, there’d be someone within your business whom you can 
trust to take an accurate temperature and tell you the truth. If not, the 
perspective of a trustworthy third party can be very valuable.
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Your Operational Comfort Zone

Comfort zones are different for every business. 
But a thermostat-style leader will dive in deep enough to define that comfort 
zone in advance. Then you need to keep close tabs on the “actuals” so you 
can anticipate problems and make changes before things get out of hand.  

Operational comfort zones are easier to quantify. A good CFO can help you 
define your parameters and keep an eye out for potential problems. Even if 
you can’t afford a full-time CFO (maybe that’s out of your comfort zone), it’s a 
good investment to bring someone in on an as-needed basis. 

In case it isn’t clear, we want you to be a thermostat. Unfortunately, it’s all 
too easy to default to thermometer-type reactivity, even for the most 
well-meaning among us. We’re so busy putting out fires and hollering about 
heat that we forget (or simply don’t have the time) to cool things down. Trust 
us: It’s better to ask for help than keep on being a thermometer. 

Thermometers will never be able to 
change the environment, but they can 
either learn to become thermostats— 
or bring in a thermostat to complement 
their efforts. Never be afraid to reach 
out for help. 

And this applies both to operations and to morale. 
Thermostats are proactive. The newest breed of 

thermostats actually set parameters for both 
heating and cooling, so that the environment 
always stays in a comfort zone. And if external 

or internal forces start pushing the limits of those 
parameters, thermostats kick into action, cooling 
things down or heating things up.

The best thermostats put these parameters in 
place before things get uncomfortable, but it 

might require a little trial and error before you get 
the comfort zone exactly right. Comfort zones are 

different at every business. 

Where 
does your 
leadership
style sit?


