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Preface


Once again we claim to have written our “last” book. We think this one takes an essential step in communicating our message broadly—that there is an inherently political dimension to one’s everyday participation at work and that this dimension requires constant monitoring and attention. We’re hoping that our thesis becomes a reference that people will point to in specifying the type of sensitivity and consciousness they would like to see added in the workplace. Our logic flows like this:


	Trusting relationships are a necessary condition for the long-term effectiveness of any organization.

	


	The Human Relations people were right, communication skills and empathy are the keys to trusting relationships.

	


	
But, before good communications leading to trusting relationships are possible, one first has to recognize the political forces that are inherent in any situation, and then one must deal skillfully with them.



Our book is about the political dynamics inherent in every organizational situation and what needs to be understood before people can form trusting relationships. When the politics are not addressed, good intentions and good-enough communication skills don’t work. The resulting structure simply makes it impossible for people to form trusting relationships. And we find that what most people understand about the political forces that accompany any organizational situation wouldn’t fill the proverbial thimble.

This book is written for accomplished managers, prospective managers, and academics alike. We are management educators who, through our consulting and involvement in the business community, have developed perspectives that add a missing dimension to the practical, analytic, bottom-line-oriented thinking that managers use today. We are also researchers whose mode of inquiry has led to a theory and distinctive viewpoint that we would like to have known and appreciated by our peers. And we are university professors with concerns that our students acquire the perspectives needed to succeed in established organizations, and on terms that are personally meaningful to them.

In writing this book, as well as the two that preceded it, we gave a great deal of thought to identifying a mode of presentation that would appeal to our three target audiences simultaneously. At the same time, we wanted to observe the tenets of thoughtful clinical inquiry and to put our ideas in a form to which experienced managers could personally relate and that newcomers could visualize and understand. Of course we also sought a lively presentation mode that would hold people’s interests, for we recognized that our perspective requires immersion in an interlocking set of concepts that are not easily broken down into a discrete and linear list of ideas.

For us, the common denominator is each individual’s own personal experience. We present, as our format for analysis and documentation, case situations and work-life vignettes selected for their ability to illustrate our points in contexts to which people in different situations can personally relate. After all, when it counts, personal experience is what people rely on anyway. Personal experience is what accomplished managers rely on when under pressure, proceeding in waters they deem hazardous, and it is what academic researchers fall back on when encountering theories with conflicting, and substantiated, conclusions. What’s more, we find that this is what the management neophyte trusts. While our students lack work experience, they all have life experiences that in their minds parallel what they anticipate facing when they begin their professional work.

Of course everyone knows that there is no way of presenting a case or of describing an organization event that is totally objective or will accurately reflect the observations and experience of each person who witnessed it. This is the well-documented Rashomona effect. Each participant sees events differently and ascribes different meanings to what he or she observes. So while we do our best to present accounts that portray situations as we actually witnessed them, we do not base the validity of our conclusions on any assumption that another team of viewers would see the same events exactly as we describe them, or interpret their meaning as we did, or even that they would choose the same event to make the point we selected it to illustrate.

The validation for what we assert rests in the mind of each reader. Does what we assert and our illustration of it fit with your experience? Do you find our conclusions plausible? Do you see parallels in your own life and in your own work experiences to what we have seen and assert? And, most important, do our perspectives help you to see facets of familiar events that you have previously missed and do you believe what we have concluded will help you deal more effectively with the organization events you face tomorrow?

We contend that what we have to say—the perspectives we draw from the situations we relate and the theories we illustrate with them—should stand the test of each reader’s personal experience. If it does, our viewpoint has passed one of the most crucial tests of scientific credibility. We invite readers to reflect on the events we describe and to relate them to their own experiences, whatever those experiences may have been, with all the idiosyncratic and special biases in interpretation that one gives to them, and to conduct their own tests of validity. What we assert should either prove personally valid or it should be discarded.

However, keep in mind that people can sometimes be deceived by their experience. Every culture and organization socializes its members to receive their experience in mainstream categories that do not accurately represent one’s personal reaction. For instance, in the 1970s there were groups of people, even entire companies, who thought that a managerial technique called “management-by-objectives” could enforce responsible participation. This technique became “valid” to the extent that an estimated 40 percent of the Fortune 500 companies instituted management effectiveness programs based on it. And in the 1980s the majority of these programs have fallen by the wayside, leaving many who participated more aware of its flaws than its strengths. Yes, it is possible to convince an entire group of a “fact” that later becomes invalid. So while we encourage people to use their own experience as a base, we also caution them not to rubber stamp their subjective reactions.

But would other, more objective modes of inquiry better protect people from accepting an invalid “fact” than would a subjective reading of one’s own personal experience? We don’t know—it’s possible. Certainly traditional modes of research and scientific inquiry are invaluable. On the other hand, when it comes to social and psychological facts, the method of inquiry and the mode of verification must be matched with the question raised. When the question deals with the nature of an organization’s reality, then the search must include the subjective needs of the individuals who assert conflicting realities. Unlike the physical sciences, in management one seldom finds an invariant order that is independent of the individuals who experience it. Thus we believe that the principles put forth in this book are best validated in the experience of the reader and adapted to the specific situation faced.

*Rashomon is a classic Japanese film that graphically depicts how differences in lifestyle and motivation cause participants to experience the same event differently.
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CHAPTER 1
The Subjective Element


Something is radically wrong with the mind-set that is being used at work. People are using an overly rational approach that implies more logic and objectivity than what actually exists. What is taking place is far more personal, far more subjective, and far more power-oriented and political than most popular theories lead one to expect. Managers control others far less than their words, plans, and actions imply. Systems and procedures are determined far more by personality and hard-fought compromise than the logical explanations used to describe and justify them would ever lead one to believe.

This book is aimed at updating contemporary management beliefs and practices. Its goal is to provide the insights and perspectives that allow managers to recast organizational events in ways that account for the subjective element—that which actually determines how people see events, do their jobs, and transact with others. Everyone knows about the presence of subjective forces, but we find that what most people know doesn’t make much of a difference. We have a perspective that will make it much easier for today’s management to comprehend what is subjective and political in the workplace—and to deal with it above-board and directly.

We decided to name this book Radical Management to underscore the extent of the change that is needed. And we use the term “radical” not as a dismissal of the past or to connote far-out modes of operating, but as a signal that now is the time to reassess the roles people and their subjective involvements play in creating organizational systems, and to encourage managers to seek alternatives to current self-limiting practices. Radical Management is our term for urging people to think more basically, to depart from present practices, and to consider alternative frameworks that take more account of the subjective forces that are part and parcel of each work event. People need to develop their capacities for reasoning from needs they see the system experiencing and from needs they see individuals experiencing to come up with new and more complete statements of problems. They also need to develop their capacities to reason from agreed-upon statements of problems to come up with new approaches and solutions that take more account of what is subjective.

Basic to this book’s perspective are ideas for coping with organizational politics, which we think is a given in any organization and which people must learn how to deal with positively; ideas for promoting trusting relationships, which we claim is the most efficient management tool ever invented; and ideas for pursuing the contexts which make one’s actions understandable, useful, and organizationally valued. All of these ideas depend on understanding and inclusion of the subjective element.

But including the subjective element presents problems for a lot of people. It involves a way of reasoning that many find inefficient; it involves issues that many feel incompetent to handle; and, it involves a mode of thinking that runs counter to the overly objective conceptualizations that most people are accustomed to using. In fact we have discovered that the majority of people who downplay the importance of subjective considerations privately agree with statements of its importance but continue in the conventional mode for fear of assuming an orientation that will make them appear ineffective. Many would rather continue with misconceived orientations that allow them to appear competent than pursue a more valid course and risk not having the skills required to ensure its success.

The way we see it, the next wave of management thinking must include a perspective that will make it possible for managers to penetrate existing modes of reasoning to accomplish some things that current rationalistic approaches do not permit. It will have to be different because there is a class of high priority issues that resist solution even though they are the subject of constant managerial concern. Managers don’t know how to switch tracks in dealing with them and we suspect that the conventional way of approaching these issues is a large part of why they resist solution. Major discrepancies are being raised but they are just not getting resolved. For instance:

 	Despite all the rhetoric about human relations and the importance of communications, people experience power and hierarchy as far and away the most dominant forces in management today.

	


	Despite all efforts to pay people fairly and reward them for accomplishment and technical know-how, people increasingly believe that their rewards are dependent on organization politics where who you know and what they think of you are more important than actual contribution.

	


	Despite the fact that people want to belong to an organization in which they can believe and to which they can be loyal and sacrifice, on a daily basis they believe it is loyalty to the boss and not loyalty to the company that gets rewarded.

	


	Despite open-door policies and statements by higher-ups that they want candid reports of what people actually think, few people believe they can tell it straight with confidence that their organization will tolerate their criticisms without costs to them.

	


	Despite the fact that managers are encouraged to compete and fight hard for what they believe, too often those who compete wind up in disrespectful and destructive relationships and, worst of all, they don’t seem to learn from considering the substance of what their adversaries put forth.

	


	Despite the efforts of many companies to stream-line their management structure and to promote a spirit of entrepreneurship within the ranks, there are too many instances of overly cautious behavior that managers justify on the basis of the shabby treatment unsuccessful risk-takers receive.

	


	Despite pleas to middle and lower level management to think strategically and to build a long-term perspective into their unit’s operations, these same people claim they are prevented from doing so by upper level executives whose year-end bonuses depend on short-term results and whose peace of mind depends on producing the quarterly increases in profit that keep speculation-oriented stockholders off their backs.



We wouldn’t worry about discrepancies like these if we thought people were making progress. And their inability to solve them is not for lack of resources expended. In fact the back-up strategy for dealing with each of these discrepancies unfortunately appears to be longer and stronger with the same inadequate approach. No, more energy and more of the same type of resources are not going to fix discrepancies like these. But, we believe, different managerial reasoning will.

Our own view of management, and of the central role subjectivity plays in determining the course of organization events, has evolved over many years of consulting and being called upon to help managers deal with controversy and conflict in their efforts to develop more effective teamwork. Of course, such situations provide natural opportunities for us, as university professors and researchers, to analyze the structures that produce the problems we are hired to fix. They also provide opportunities to put theories we espouse in the classroom to their practical test. Thus our efforts to build teamwork and our theorizing about what managers need to learn to create more teamwork on their own have gone through a process of evolution until we arrived at where we are today.

Initially we took a human relations approach. Communications was the key. We thought improved teamwork and organization effectiveness would follow directly from people communicating openly with one another on matters of personal and work importance. Thus our role was clear. We identified the important issues and brought people together to work out their differences. And the modes we used for reconciling them ranged from sitting in as two people discussed and argued their differing points of view, to convening team-effectiveness meetings in which department or division managers would get together with their boss to talk about work unit problems and opportunities, to meeting with members of interdepartmental task forces to help them resolve differences and plan collaborative formats for their work together.

Our means of facilitating such events usually began with individual interviews. The purpose was to learn in advance how each participant viewed the situation in order to familiarize ourselves with the issues and personalities involved. Initially we were surprised at how much managers looked forward to these individual sessions. Later on, we discovered managers considered them more than just a chance to clarify their thinking; they saw these sessions as an insurance policy—now there was at least one other person who understood their thinking and who could help them state their views when the dialogue heated up. Thus, a major part of our early efforts entailed learning about each person’s orientation and personal reasons for holding it—that is, the subjective needs that lay behind the solutions and structures they proposed. We were neutrals relating to the personal needs of each individual, promoting openness, acting as traffic cops, orchestrating problem solving, and ensuring that people would hear out and deal with someone else’s divergent point of view.

Our role promoted trust. Most people, when involved in conflicts that involve different needs for structure, wind up focusing on the other person’s outward behavior—the specific acts they see blocking them—and fail to recognize their compatibility with what the other person is attempting to accomplish. We can’t list the number of power struggles and political moments we witnessed in which, from our vantage point, people with compatible interests were fighting without recognizing that their interests were compatible. And we can’t count the number of fights we nipped in the bud simply by pointing out compatible interests and by figuring out ways for people with different procedural preferences to accommodate one another.

As we became more involved in organizations and developed better insight into people and their dilemmas in communicating, we began to see that our real impact was coming from the work we did out of the limelight, behind the scenes. Increasingly, we spent our time talking privately with people. We talked about their views of reality: what they perceived to be the dilemma, what organizational dynamics they believed were taking place, and what motives they thought lay behind the actions of those with whom they were relating. And, most importantly, we talked about how they needed to frame situations in order to make their points effectively. We were resources helping managers to structure the conversations they were about to have with people who were not yet in the room. Our neutrality and ability to represent a third party’s interests—while empathizing with the person we were listening to—helped people search for a common meeting ground at the same time they were positioning their own interests for group acceptance.

Our writing and attempts at theoretical formulation forced us periodically to step back and reflect on the organization events we witnessed and our involvement with them. Gradually we realized that implicit in our mode of operating was a model that accounted for the sequence of actions we took in promoting improved communications—the type of communications we thought would produce organizational effectiveness. Our articulation of this model caused us to view ourselves less as clinicians and more as consciousness-raisers and perspective-setters. Certainly our skills in sizing up people and understanding their emotional needs were important. But more useful were our abilities to recognize problems caused by inadequate engagement of the subjective elements that exist regardless of the personalities involved.

We saw that our first step in enlarging people’s perspectives involved getting the person we were counseling to become more conscious of how his or her own subjective interests were intertwined with what he or she advocated or opposed on behalf of the organization’s effectiveness. For instance, in response to an individual’s account of a brewing conflict we might say, “Oh yes, for someone with your need to be included, a ‘loner’ like that is a tough person to work with.” With each individual we would look for opportunities to make noncritical comments aimed at heightening that person’s awareness of the patterns and personal biases contained within his or her way of judging people and assessing the value of organization events.

Our second step usually involved getting people to look behind the actions of those with whom they were clashing to comprehend the subjective situation that the other person faced. We wanted people to become more conscious of the subjective framework that was determining the other person’s actions and to adopt a respectful orientation to it. For instance, to a subordinate clashing with a boss, we might say, “Let’s think about your boss’s situation and what he’s trying to do to convince his boss that he is exercising the proper amount of control over you.” And with a boss we might say, “Yes, Tom does seem to lack focus. Now put yourself in his shoes. How do you think he sees the situation and what, in his mind, is going to constitute success?”

Our third step usually involved raising people’s awareness of some aspect of the organization system and the adaptations that would be necessary for many person’s needs to be met simultaneously. For instance we might ask, “Do you have to continue the practice of giving performance reviews at the same time you review salaries?” and then go on to explain that we see this as an organizational practice that pits a boss’s needs against those needs of his or her subordinates. The boss wants a subordinate to open-mindedly critique “self-faults” and identify areas for self-improvement, while the subordinate wants to be seen as “faultless” and deserving of more pay.

In all the instances mentioned above we’d listen to the individual’s account and then add in factors and dimensions that seemed important to us. As problem solvers we were always interested in the specifics but as educators we saw a more important opportunity. We sought to conduct our conversations in such a way that people would learn how to do a better job of considering subjective factors when we weren’t around to help.

With our model articulated and our sequence for getting people to keep the subjective element more clearly in mind, we began to learn from what we had been looking at every day in our consulting but which, for years, we had been unable to see. And this allowed us to formulate some insights that changed our view of the organization world considerably. We realized that an individual’s position of strength in an organization is as much a matter of personal context as it is a matter of content. By context, we mean the existence of an organizational viewpoint that highlights the value of an individual’s contributions. We saw why some very able people were not valued by their organizations, and we saw why some people with mediocre abilities were highly valued. In such instances a major part of one’s organizational value seemed to stem from whether or not the situation was structured in such a way that someone with that person’s skills, interests, and style would be appreciated and needed. And, when we encountered people whose time seemed to have come and passed and who were experiencing dramatic changes in their organizational credibility, with no other change in their professional or managerial skills, we understood that they lacked context.

Next we saw that while few people think in terms of organizational politics, most people instinctively realize the importance of having their actions seen in the proper context and spend a good deal of energy on activities aimed at getting others to frame situations in ways that are complementary to their interests. We also saw people who put all their efforts into doing a good job—and who preferred not to get the slightest bit involved in organizational politics—arrive at a moment of truth. After a shift in organization thinking put their preferred way of seeing things out of favor with those who decide what is mainstream and valuable, they were faced with the choice of being disenfranchised, switching tacks to adopt the new point of view, or politicking to unseat the viewpoint that was now detracting from their value.

Finally, we realized how much of our own time was spent involved in organization politics. We recognized that we were not neutrals—we were using our presence, expertise, relationship with the boss, and insider’s information to shape the backdrop realities against which subsequent organizational events would be viewed and against which people and their contributions would be valued. Of course, we thought the version of reality that we were pushing would benefit the entire organization, for we were firmly committed to finding one that would allow people with different strengths and attributes to be simultaneously valued and to have their efforts channeled so that each was organizationally relevant. We had always taken care to point out to clients that we were not in the evaluation business and that our job was to find ways for members of the current group to work more effectively together. However, we had never before realized how political our “neutral” position of saying what would benefit the entire organization was, and the vulnerability people would face if they chose to express views that opposed our brand of “objectivity.”

Eventually we began to question the basis of our power and what we were doing that managers did not seem able to do for themselves. Always we realized that our effectiveness ultimately rested on our ability to teach people how to do for themselves what we were doing for them. But here we were not effective. In questioning “Why not?” it dawned on us that our methodology stemmed from a view of the organization world that contrasted sharply with the view that most managers believe and which conventional management wisdom supports. And while managers would call for our help and embrace our assistance, our way of viewing organization events eluded them. Our attempts to get across the basic assumptions which oriented us were blocked by ingrained conceptions of what organizations are.

We found that most people assume that organizations are tangible, fixed entities that exist outside of the minds that perceive them. When talking about organizations, they talk of externals and about qualities that each viewer should take at face value or at least infer from that which is readily apparent. They talk about how the job should be done, what the business plan calls for, who has a particular role, how decisions are made, what is the function of a program, how someone is valued, and so on, as if everyone who views these elements of organization should perceive them in roughly the same way. And while this way of operating allows people to be concrete and to talk objectively about organization events and their meanings, it does not go very far toward including the subjective element. It puts management in the position of telling people the meaning of organizational events rather than learning about the ways specific individuals actually view these events and the needs that underlie their views.

The assumptions that orient us are strikingly different. Our consulting and our orientation begin with a very basic point: it is people who bring meaning to organization events rather than events possessing meanings that are revealed to those who are sufficiently objective to interpret them. In effect, we think few organization happenings can be understood independently of understanding the minds that view them. We view organizations as entities that are essentially dependent on the needs, interests, and personal attributes of the people who comprise them. We don’t think people can talk realistically about how a job should be done without also talking about the orientation of the person who has been assigned to do it. We don’t think people can talk realistically about the effectiveness of a business plan or of a particular way of structuring an organization without also taking into account the unique talents, abilities, and limitations of the people who are being asked to participate in them. And we don’t think it is possible to determine realistically whether a program assessment or a personnel evaluation was conducted fairly without also knowing the unique orientations and values of the people who conducted it. All of these issues can be dealt with and must, we believe, be included before a rational discussion becomes realistic.

Contrasting the assumptions we make with the ones made by the rational model led us to rethink our concept of organization and put it on yet more personal and subjective grounds. We see that organizations are comprised of people with diverse personal concerns and interests who, left to their own devices, are inclined to (1) interpret the same organization events differently from one another; (2) mistakenly expect that others will view these events more or less as they have viewed them; and (3) depend excessively on organizational power and power politics for reconciling these differences in views. Incidentally, most people don’t think of themselves as engaging in power politics. However, the perspectives presented in this book will show that this is, in fact, very often the case.

On the other hand, we believe that organizational effectiveness depends on the extent to which people who work together are able to reconcile their personal differences in perception and expectation without resorting to power politics. We think that an effective organization is one in which people possess the same overarching objective(s), recognize and respect personal differences in perception, and see and interpret events related to their common objective(s) in roughly the same or compatible ways. Conversely, we think that an ineffective organization is a group of people, oftentimes with the same overarching objective, who see and interpret events differently and lack the means for reconciling their differences. And we think disorganization leading to chaos is an extreme form of ineffective organization where people not only have areas of incompatibility they can not reconcile but operate in ways that are basically disrespectful of the other person’s right to view events differently.

Thus, an effective organization depends on people (with comparable goals) possessing the relationships and communication processes to deal constructively with their personal differences. And good communication does not merely entail people telling one another what they want. It entails people telling one another enough about themselves and the needs that lie behind what they want so that others can better understand how they see events, what they hope to achieve, and why they are proceeding in a specific way. Good communications entails people exchanging what needs to be exchanged so that they will better understand the meanings that others are likely to assign to the next organizational event in which they jointly participate.

These perspectives have allowed us to be more precise about the managerial practices that produce effective organizations and about our consulting goals. Managers need to spend more time comprehending subjective interests and dealing more directly with the roles specific individuals play in determining their unit’s goals, processes, and basic perceptions. The consultant’s role in facilitating good communications and effective organization is to coach managers on how to help people with different ways of interpreting meaning, different modes of operating effectively, and different needs for success to see one another more accurately and to find ways of complementing one another. In the course of daily operations many naturally competitive moments occur. Without attention to good communications and effective organization these moments produce the power struggles that can threaten anyone’s hopes for success and general well-being.

We have chosen the term “radical management” to indicate that fundamental change in the perspectives managers use at work is needed. And for our purpose it is interesting to note that radical is a word with two meanings. It means “a sharp departure from the past” and it means “a return to the root and that which is basic and fundamental.” For us, returning to the root means accepting that the individual is the basic unit of organization. Many people already espouse a similar rhetoric in making such statements as “people are our most important resource.” However, few such pronouncements say enough about the nature of people and their subjective interests to make them more than slogans. In this book we present a model of the individual and his or her personal needs and organizational commitments and describe departures from present overly rationalistic practices that allow management to actually engage the subjective element more effectively.

In advocating departures from present practices, we do not intend this to be a “how to” book with prescriptions that translate directly into action. We do, however, intend it to be a “how to comprehend” book with perspectives that reorient managerial practices. Our overriding goal is to provide managers and professionals with a more accurate map of the organizational dynamics transpiring around them, particularly with respect to expression of the subjective element. We also provide models aimed at helping people see new options and exercise more choice. Ultimately, new perspectives must be applied to the specific situation an individual faces, and integrated with each person’s unique contribution. We feel our views readily lend themselves to such individualized incorporation.

Overview

This book is presented in five sections. Section I provides insight into the role subjective forces play in shaping the lives and fortunes of people at work. The elements and dynamics of trust and politics are explained to give readers a deeper sense of what is required to achieve trusting relationships, and of the forces opposing their creation. Section II shifts attention to the role subjective forces play in shaping the political realities that determine organizational directions and the power plays that take place among people who seek personally convenient modifications to these directions. Section III presents models that allow managers to develop insight into the subjective commitments of others and to be strategic in their dealings with them. Taken as a package, these three sections contain the basic framework of our “radical” perspective. They demonstrate how the reality of an organization is as much determined by internal politics as it is by market forces, and they show how to comprehend with accuracy the unique intent behind a specific individual’s participation.

Section IV is our “applications” section. It contains novel perspectives on team-building, leadership, motivation, and power aimed at helping people transcend their overly rationalistic training in management. Our radical approach requires that people take explicit account of the subjective element or risk being overwhelmed by what they fail to acknowledge. The Conclusion takes a sober look at the cost of continued reliance on the rational model and specifies the shifts in perspective needed to operate differently.



SECTION I
The Pursuit of Trust




CHAPTER 2
Context, Politics, and
Trusting Relationships


In our work as consultants, we see managers spending more and more time promoting trust and emphasizing the importance of trusting relationships. To us this makes perfect sense, for we’ve long contended that the trusting relationship is the most efficient management tool ever invented. We know of no other management device that saves more time or promotes more organizational effectiveness. Trusting relationships make a flawed organizational plan work. Trusting relationships provide the key to good communications, create the conditions for teamwork, rectify badly timed actions, and soften the impact of otherwise slanderous and explosive communications. In short, trusting relationships create the conditions for organization success.

Conversely, nothing can erode organizational effectiveness more quickly than a relationship that lacks trust. Without trust, everyday misunderstandings are taken as betrayals; simple directives become strident expressions; the best conceived plans fail. Without trust, individuals overpersonalize criticism and seek to hide the weak spots in their performance. Without trust, communications become wordy and defensive as individuals fight on issues that need to be open-mindedly discussed if the organization is to be effective. Without trust, risk taking, innovation, and creativity are stifled as individuals place “not making a mistake” ahead of seeking out new opportunities and taking chances. And, without trust, too many decisions focus on short-term tangible results as the pressures to justify today’s performance squeeze out actions that invest in tomorrow’s capacity.

Unfortunately, our work has shown us that trusting relationships are becoming more and more difficult to produce. We see too many managers caught up in the rational model, mistaking the rhetoric of teamwork for actual trust and real cooperation. Every manager and every organization has the words, slogans, and surface actions to convey the image of a work unit as a “team,” and most have the desire to make it one, but in our estimation relatively few are involved in the real thing.

The problem is understandable. The overly rational mind-set produces misconceptions of what trust entails. First, people mistake the desire for teamwork and the commitment to abstract virtues such as openness, honesty, and integrity for trust-building skills. They believe that their sincerity and collaborative spirit will be recognized by others whom they expect to respond in kind. But when people encounter someone caught up in a manipulative moment, they are inclined to react to that person’s manipulation as a violation of team spirit and a justification for abandoning their own commitment to the aforementioned virtues.

Second, most people underestimate the everyday nature of organizational politics and fail to realize that many actions that seem organizationally constructive to them will meet with opposition from someone else. They underestimate how political their actions and justifications appear to others with different motives. The result is an organization world in which almost everyone claims to eschew organization politics, engages in activities that others see as political, and fails to understand why what seems reasonable and logical to him or her appears to others to be politically motivated. And the rhetoric that says teamwork and trust are taking place when they are not confuses matters all the more.

A third misconception people have about what trust entails rests in the belief that trust is “objectively” related to something another person does and, in particular, to that person’s ability to perform competently. We often hear people say something like “I trust him because I can count on him to do a good job.” But we’ve seen too many instances of people who appear competent being trusted by one person and not by a second, and of people denying someone’s trustworthiness despite significant data and testimonials to the contrary, for us to deny that subjective and political considerations play a major role in determining whether or not someone is judged competent.

Our interest in an alternative to rational management takes on a tangible form when we observe the difficult time managers have producing trust. Perhaps more than any key ingredient to organization effectiveness, trust symbolizes the importance and centrality of the subjective element. As a consequence, examining it enables us to take a closer look at the range and intensity of the subjective forces that shape organizational life.

For an illustration of the trust difficulties the rationalistic orientation can produce, consider an up-and-coming manager named Mark, who found himself in a fix which prompted him to call upon us for advice. Mark said he needed help in sorting out his relationship with a subordinate who was giving him a difficult time. We had worked with Mark earlier in his career, and his energy and abilities had long ago won our respect.


Mark had taken over as corporate planning director a year earlier and, from the outset, had been unhappy with the performance of a key staff member named Larry. Mark said his main job was to get line management more involved in the actual planning process and that, in the face of this effort, Larry had been nothing but dead weight. Larry appeared to be so caught up in perfecting the mechanics of planning that he couldn’t find the time to teach line management how to apply them. In Mark’s mind Larry was just one of those individuals who, to operate effectively, needed high levels of structure and certainty. The concept of taking planning tools to managers, rather than doing the planning for them, seemed to overwhelm Larry. Mark said he had tried hard to give Larry clues about the modified orientation he expected from him but, by the time Larry’s formal performance review session rolled around four months later, he had given up. Mark had concluded that his and Larry’s orientations didn’t match up and he felt compelled to tell Larry as much.

Mark’s attempt to level with Larry went badly. In the face-to-face review session Mark stated his concerns candidly. In response, Larry said he had been working hard to please Mark and felt good about his performance. And when Larry had asked for specific suggestions for improvement, Mark bluntly told him that, given the fluid nature of the job, Larry was too much in need of structure and that both of them would be better off if a “transfer” were arranged.

Mark said he was shocked when Larry refused to leave his department and, instead, sought support from two previous planning directors, each of whom now held big jobs in the corporation. Both of these men had previously given superior performance reviews to Larry and were sufficiently distressed to visit Mark and express their concerns that personal differences might cost the company an extremely competent and valuable employee. Both made the point that there was nothing wrong with Larry’s mode of planning and that, for over five years, it had served the company well. Mark told us, “With this type of support for Larry, I had no choice but to back down and try to make the best of the situation.” At the end of his first year, however, Mark realized that the relationship lacked any semblance of trust and, desperate for help, sought our consultation.



More important than the help we delivered is the fact that Mark’s fix illustrates some of the classic blind spots in rational management. To begin with, up until the time Larry’s former bosses got involved, Mark was proceeding with almost no recognition of the extent to which his own subjective preferences were determining his vision of what constituted effective planning. As a man on the way up, Mark’s instinct was to identify areas where he could make a distinctive contribution. After all, Mark wasn’t going to make much of a name for himself by being known only as a person who could effectively operate what other directors had created previously. However, out of proportion in the opportunity Mark saw for himself was his belief that any continuation of existing ways would constitute an organizational deficit.

By not explicitly acknowledging the subjective biases that underlie their commitments and preferred modes of operating, managers often have a difficult time communicating basic expectations. Certainly Mark had never given Larry a clear message of what he wanted from him. There was poor Larry, knocking himself out, trying to do what he thought Mark wanted, only to find out that he was being perceived as rigidly pursuing “obsolete” goals. And, of course, Mark also was shocked and surprised to discover that what he saw as incompetence was actually a monumental effort to please him.

The rationalistic model leads managers like Mark to operate without sufficient appreciation for the amount and range of differences that actually exist among people at work. It’s true that Larry’s work relied heavily on structured approaches; in fact, his ability to structure planning activities so that line managers didn’t have to spend excessive time performing them was a major reason why former bosses rated him so highly. But when Mark sensed that Larry wasn’t meeting his expectations he failed to consider the possibility that it was Larry’s style that bothered him, not Larry’s results.

The rationalistic model leads managers who are not getting the subordinate performance they want to dig big holes for themselves. Problems of missed expectations are defined as subordinate deficiencies with focus on the shortcomings and flaws of the person who performed “inadequately.” The problem in this way of operating is that it leaves one little choice but to dispose of the “flawed” human. Mark confided that once he locked into a definition of the problem that blamed Larry for his inability to operate in low structure situations, such as consulting with line management, there were times when even he observed himself moving precipitously to fire Larry. In the months following the performance appraisal Mark had come to appreciate Larry’s value but knew no way to convince Larry of this. After all that had transpired, Larry wouldn’t trust him.
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