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PREFACE


This is a book about the causes and the consequences of the increasingly complex social milieu one finds in and around business corporations, law firms, governmental agencies, and other types of organizations which, collectively, employ nearly all of us nowadays. It has been written to draw additional attention to some issues that I think are terribly important and to provide assistance to the many people who are trying to foster excellence, innovation, and responsiveness in their organizations, despite the many forces that promote bureaucracy, parochial politics, and destructive power struggles.

The book’s material is presented in four parts. The first, Chapters 1 through 3, lays out the basic argument: that a number of very fundamental economic and social trends have had the cumulative effect over the past few decades of significantly increasing the complexity of the social milieu associated with most managerial, technical, and professional jobs; that this complexity takes the form of complicated interdependent relationships among diverse groups of people; that this increase in diversity and interdependence has converted many individual contributor and management jobs into jobs that demand strong leadership—that is, jobs that require jobholders to get things done through others but do not provide control (in the form of formal authority, budgets, etc.) over all those others; that strong leadership, in this case, means the capacity to develop sufficient sources of power to make up for the power gap inherent in those jobs and the willingness to use that power responsibly to lead the relevant set of subordinates, bosses, peers, and outsiders toward the accomplishment of meaningful goals; and that when such leadership is lacking, as is all too often the case today, the milieu tends to produce conflicts which degenerate into parochial politics, bureaucratic infighting, and destructive power struggles.

In Parts II and III, this leadership challenge is explored more deeply in terms of both high-level executive positions, and lower-level professional and technical jobs. Chapters 4 through 6 describe the day-to-day issues one finds associated with each of the three basic kinds of organizational relationships—those with subordinates, those with superiors, and those with others outside one’s chain of command—along with a discussion of what is required to deal with those issues in an effective and responsible manner. Chapters 5 through 7 describe the leadership challenges one often encounters at various stages in a career inside a typical complex organization.

Finally, in Part IV, summary recommendations are offered regarding how one can improve one’s personal effectiveness at work, and regarding what needs to be done by our basic institutions if we are to increase significantly over time our supply of people who are capable of handling difficult leadership jobs.

This book has grown out of seven different projects conducted between 1971 and 1983, and supported by the Division of Research at Harvard Business School. A brief description of the projects and the people associated with them can be found in the acknowledgments. Because the results of these projects have been reported in some of my previous books and articles, this book of necessity draws heavily from these sources. Like virtually all of my professional work to date, it is about complex organizations, and it focuses on the behavior of key actors in those organizations. But it is different from earlier work in a few very important ways. It is not a textbook, and although it is based on a considerable amount of research, it is not in any sense a research monograph. Instead, it has been written with the objective of being both as accessible and as helpful as possible to a nonscholarly audience. For that audience, it paints a picture, based on a decade of field research, of some of the central problems and issues created by modern organizations, and of what is required to deal with those issues in organizationally effective, socially responsible, and personally nondestructive ways.

I cannot claim that the book is entirely successful in always walking the narrow line between naïveté and cynicism that it advocates so strongly. Because I do not understand all the nuances of the subjects treated here, I am sure the text occasionally makes either a naïve or a cynical diversion. But for the most part, I think it is on target. I hope, perhaps naïvely, that it can make a small but real difference in some people’s lives.




Beyond the yellow brick road of naïveté and the
muggers lane of cynicism, there is a narrow path,
poorly lit, hard to find, and even harder to stay on
once found. People who have the skill and the
perseverance to take that path serve us in countless
ways. We need more of these people. Many more.
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THE CHANGING NATURE OF MANAGERIAL AND PROFESSIONAL WORK






CHAPTER 1
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INTRODUCTION


The basic premise of this book can be stated quite simply: Important changes that are shaping the nature of work in today’s complex organizations demand that we become more sophisticated with respect to issues of leadership, power, and influence. With that increased sophistication, we can make our corporations more competitive. We can make rigid bureaucracies more flexible, innovative, and adaptive. We can even make the world of work more exciting and personally satisfying for most people. Without the needed awareness and skill, we risk being overwhelmed by the pathological aspects of modern organizations—the bureaucratic infighting, parochial politics, destructive power struggles, and the like which regularly reduce initiative, innovation, morale, and excellence in all kinds of organizations.

In the pages that follow, I will identify how the nature of professional and managerial work is changing, why it is changing, why leadership and power issues are becoming increasingly important, and what is required to deal with all this in effective and responsible ways. Most of the examples come from corporate settings. They are applicable, however, in governmental agencies, law firms, hospitals—almost everywhere. These examples, along with the interpretations offered, do not provide simple cookbook solutions. But they do offer a way of thinking about subtle yet important issues of relevance to those who work in (or are being trained for) today’s complex professional, technical, and managerial jobs. People like Andrea, Fred, and John.

I

Andrea is a 28-year-old copywriter for one of the advertising agencies in New York. She is extremely good at her craft; during the seven years she has been in the advertising business, accounts she has worked for have won six major awards for excellence. Most of the time she loves her work, although it has become increasingly frustrating as she has assumed more responsibility. Most of the time she hates her employer.

It seems hard for Andrea to talk about her work for more than a few minutes without making at least one jab at her firm. She rails against the “idiotic bureaucracy” which limits her capacity to do good work, and she tells amusing stories about two account executives for whom she has rather colorful names. She rarely says anything about her salary, but it is clear she is angry about the size of her raises during the last two years. She harbors a suspicion that one of the “incompetents” in the managerial hierarchy is getting even with her for being outspoken about problems in the firm. The wide-eyed young woman who moved from Ann Arbor to New York seven years ago has traded in her midwestern naïveté for big city cynicism.

Down deep Andrea is worried about her future in the firm. She has considered switching agencies, but her friends tell her it’s the same everywhere. When she thinks about conforming and playing “the political game,” it makes her want to throw up. She is not sure what other alternatives exist. And that does not make her feel very good. She wishes people would simply leave her alone so she could do the job she loves—an individual contributor’s job. Unfortunately, because of the increasing responsibility she has been given over the past few years, she no longer is in such a job.

This book has been written, in part, for the Andreas of the world.

Fred is an up-and-coming young manager in a well-known Fortune 500 company. He is thirty-four years old, has an MBA degree, and has been working for his employer for three years. He enjoys his work immensely and has very ambitious plans for the future.

After graduate school, Fred worked for a management consulting firm for five years. Reflecting on those days, Fred says he never had any difficulty with what he calls “the analytics.” The real challenges all had to do with people and relationships: learning how to work effectively on a project team; how to interface with clients; how to develop a good reputation with the partners who controlled work assignments; and, eventually, how to manage a project team himself. The problems encountered in these areas were more difficult and complex than he had anticipated. In retrospect, he thinks he was very naïve when he left school.

For the most part, Fred successfully met all the challenges he faced at the consulting firm and was well thought of when he decided to accept an offer of employment from one of his clients. The new job, director of marketing in a manufacturing division with $100 million a year in revenues, was too good to turn down.

Since switching employers, Fred has continued to succeed, but not without great effort on his part. When he arrived at the firm, he encountered considerable hostility directed at the “hotshot MBA consultant.” He found that a number of the forty individuals who were a part of his marketing group were not doing an adequate job; but unlike at the consulting firm, he couldn’t simply stop using them and substitute other more appropriate staff. In the new job, he has, for the first time, had to deal with an engineering department, two manufacturing plants, and a sales force, departments that often behaved like independent fiefdoms. And also unlike at the consulting firm, his boss and his boss’s boss have backgrounds that are very different from his own. These differences often seem to lead them to draw conclusions quite different from his. Convincing them of his point of view has been difficult and frustrating at times.

Fred appreciates that dealing with complex interdependent relationships—with bosses, subordinates, peers, and outsiders—is at the heart of what his managerial job is all about. And he knows he has learned a great deal in this regard since leaving graduate school. But as his fast-track career continuously pushes new and bigger challenges at him, he sometimes gets exhausted trying to keep up with all he needs to know. And he often wishes that he were given more control, more managerial discretion, over the many activities and people for which he is held accountable.

This book has also been written for the Freds of this world.

John is an executive vice president in a West Coast bank. He is forty-four years old, and has been in banking for most of his career. John is proud of his professional accomplishments to date, and wants very much to use his position of responsibility in a meaningful way.

Banking, like many industries today, is going through some interesting changes. John finds these changes both exciting and a little threatening. He has carefully studied the technological trends, changing governmental regulation, and shifting competitive environment; and he thinks he knows what his bank needs to do over the next five years. But he is worried that these things will not be done.

To get from A (where the bank is now) to B (where it needs to be in five years), his firm has to overcome formidable obstacles. First of all, some powerful individuals, departments, and customers must be convinced that there really is a need for the bank to move toward B. Like all change, such movement will require effort, money, and some inconvenience. These people are not yet convinced that they should pay that price. Second, covert opposition from one of the bank’s departments that will lose status in a move to B must be overcome. John knows that will not be easy. Third, the chances of one of the three contenders to succeed the current chief executive officer at the bank will probably go down if the bank makes the kinds of changes John is convinced are necessary. Yet that person’s cooperation, or at least compliance, is absolutely necessary.

John is sophisticated enough to foresee all these problems, to recognize the potential for a major power struggle at the bank, and to realize that the bank desperately needs strong leadership at this point in its history. He is less sure, however, how he can best influence events in a positive way.

This book is also written for people like John.

II

The fundamental purpose of this book is to help people like Andrea, Fred, and John to be more effective in their jobs, and more successful in their careers—and then, through them, to help make their organizations more competitive, responsive, and responsible. The focus of this effort is on a wide variety of leadership, power, and influence issues—issues that have been gaining increasing importance in the past few decades. Such issues include:

• How to implement important strategic or adaptive change, despite the need for many people’s cooperation in the effort, and despite the fact that some of those people are strongly inclined to resist cooperating.

• How to foster entrepreneurial and creative behavior inside a firm, despite dozens of bureaucratic obstacles that are difficult or impossible to remove.

• How to gain the resources, support, and fair treatment from bosses (even less than completely competent bosses) that one needs to perform a difficult job without succumbing to cheap (and organizationally harmful) political games.

• How to avoid developing destructive adversarial relationships with people whose help and cooperation you absolutely need, but who are outside your chain of command (and your direct control) and who tend to be suspicious of you.

• How to get subordinates to work together as a team for the greater good, instead of succumbing to the natural tendency to fight with each other and become turf-oriented.

• How to avoid becoming a casualty in a corporate power struggle, especially when you are fairly young, weak, and vulnerable.

• How to avoid falling into one of the many traps which lead to power misuse—such as not grooming a successor and not turning over the reins of power at the appropriate time.

• In general, how to foster excellence, innovation, and responsiveness and not get bogged down in bureaucracy, parochial politics, or unproductive power struggles.

People do exist who are able to deal with these issues very effectively. You will see some of these individuals used as examples later in the book. But such people are in the minority today. And that is a problem of some significance, because these issues have become enormously important. In my opinion, they will become even more important in the decades to come.

I didn’t always think this way. When I first began doing field research and consulting in organizations, I had a very different conception of what the key issues were. Fifteen years ago, I thought the reason many organizations performed poorly was because they lacked “good” or “modern” ideas about products, markets, market research, control systems, strategic planning, inventory control, etc. I had just learned these “ideas” in graduate school and was all excited about spreading the word to the uneducated masses.

I quickly discovered two things, especially through my consulting:

1. Good ideas are rarely lacking inside even poorly performing firms. As a consultant, all I needed to do was go around and interview enough people, summarize the better ideas, and voilà! I would have a first-class report bursting with excellent recommendations.

2. Having a good idea is one thing, implementing it is something else again. The reason firms have excellent ideas in them, and yet still perform poorly, is that the people who have the ideas can’t get them implemented. Bureaucratic and political obstacles stifle their creativity and innovation.

After studying this problem for over a decade now, I think I understand why it is that some people are incredibly effective at providing leadership in getting things done inside complex organizations, while most of us are not. It begins with a certain way of thinking about the social milieu in which one operates. This way of thinking about what “work” means is different from that held by many of us, especially with regard to issues of power, dependence, and influence.

Most of us, to be blunt, are remarkably naïve when it comes to understanding power dynamics in complex organizations. At the same time, others of us are incredibly cynical. Ironically, although the cynics and the naïves see themselves as almost opposites in outlook, when it comes to performance in today’s managerial and professional jobs, they have very similar problems. Both distort social reality and thus act on bad information, which inevitably produces problems for them. The naïves distort reality by viewing it through rose-colored glasses, the cynics look through charcoal-colored protective eyewear.

A couple of years ago I tried an experiment with some of our MBA students to see just how naive or how cynical these very bright and capable young people were. I gave a group of about one hundred of them a five-page description of a business situation in which some major changes were needed. They were given two hours to analyze the situation and write a set of basic (not detailed) recommendations for a particular manager. I then had their responses coded for naïveté and cynicism. The procedure used was straightforward. Whenever someone drew a conclusion or made a recommendation based on an unstated assumption—one not justified by the data in the five-page description—that certain people had unselfish motives, or that people had warm and supportive relationships, or that people always wanted to cooperate with each other, the response was given one point for naïveté. Conversely, whenever someone made an unjustified assumption about people having selfish motives, about the existence of adversarial relationships, about the inevitability of conflict among people, or the like, the response was given one point for cynicism. These points were then added up, and each student’s paper was put into one of six categories: very naïve, somewhat naïve, somewhat cynical, very cynical, neither, or very mixed.

Think for a moment. What would you expect the results to be? These people ranged in age from twenty-three to thirty-six. They were all very well educated. Nearly 90 percent had had some full-time business experience. What do you think?

The results:

 




	Naïve

	46%




	Cynical

	18%




	Neither

	31%




	Very mixed

	5%






I will have more to say later in the book about why very capable twenty-six-year-olds, like those that participated in the experiment, seem to be so naïve (and why some are cynical). Basically it has to do with the kinds of situations they have been exposed to—situations almost entirely in educational organizations and in their nuclear families.

I have never been able to do as systematic an experiment with an older group of managers. But my impression is that, among those who are most effective, both the “naïve” and the “cynical” percentages would be much lower. (For ineffective older managers, I suspect both the “naïve” and the “neither” percentages would be somewhat lower, and that the cynical percentage would be much higher.) My sense is that really effective managers and professionals were pretty naïve when they were twenty-six, much like my students. But they gave up their naïveté during the early stages of their careers for a more complex, sophisticated, and realistic vision of the social reality around them. Ineffective older managers simply traded naïve views for cynical ones.

It is also my impression that the process by which effective organizational leaders learn more sophisticated approaches to their work begins with exposure to those approaches, as well as exposure to the pitfalls of more naïve or cynical methods. And that, in a nutshell, is what much of this book will attempt to provide.

III

It is naïve to assume that any book by itself can completely reorient a person’s way of handling social reality, especially since reading does not necessarily build social skills. But reading can give us new ways of thinking. It can refocus our attention on more important issues and problems. It can help us to reorder our agenda for our own professional development. In these ways, it can help us to help ourselves become more effective at work.

Competent and responsible performance in managerial and professional jobs inside complex organizations is more important today than ever before. At no other time in history has mankind been more dependent on corporations, governments, hospitals, schools, and other organizations. The thousands of goods and services we use, and often take for granted, almost all come from organizations managed by professionals and managers. The very quality of our lives and our environment today is largely determined by these organizations.

Organizational excellence is impossible without individual excellence. And individual excellence today, especially in managerial and professional jobs, demands much more than technical competence. It demands a sophisticated type of social skill: a leadership skill that can mobilize people and accomplish important objectives despite dozens of obstacles; a skill that can pull people together for meaningful purposes despite the thousands of forces that push us apart; a skill that can keep our important corporations and public institutions from descending into a mediocrity characterized by bureaucratic infighting, parochial politics, and vicious power struggles.

Managerial and professional excellence requires the knack of knowing how to make power dynamics in corporate life work for us, instead of against us.



CHAPTER 2
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DIVERSITY, INTERDEPENDENCE, AND POWER DYNAMICS IN ORGANIZATIONS


Beyond Naïveté and Cynicism

I have in front of me a stack of books that is nearly as tall as I am. These are textbooks on finance, accounting, decision analysis, management, statistics for business, economics, marketing, organizational behavior, operations research, management information systems, business policy, and personnel. Some of these books are used in undergraduate education, some in MBA programs, and some in executive education. These books, and the instructors that use them, influence hundreds of thousands of people each year.

I have just gone through the table of contents and index of each of these books looking for terms like power struggle, parochial politics, and bureaucratic infighting. Thousands of topics are covered in these books. But not those topics. There are only a few pages that come close to addressing them explicitly. A few pages out of a total of about 19,000.

The picture of life in business and other types of organizations that one gets from these books is one in which people use sophisticated analytical tools to make decisions about pricing, inventory level, resource allocation, debt limit, incentive compensation, and other business matters. Getting the information needed to use these tools does not seem to be a problem. Nor does implementing the decisions. It is a picture almost devoid of conflict, struggle, manipulation, antagonism, fighting, and the like. It is a very naïve picture.

I

Between 1950 and 1970, sales at Johns-Manville, Inc. grew at an average annual rate of about 4 percent. The company had developed a reputation as “stodgy, starchy, and sleepy.”1 Insiders say that the firm had no real strategy at all. One company veteran had been quoted as saying that they “kept the plants running and hoped for the best.”

In 1969, aware that at least two other firms were contemplating acquiring the company, its directors demanded that Clinton Burnett, the president, do something “to rejuvenate Johns-Manville and give it the strength to survive.” One of the ways in which Burnett responded was by hiring Richard Goodwin, a consultant, as vice president of planning. Twenty months later, the board was sufficiently impressed by Goodwin that they moved Burnett up to chairman and made Goodwin president and chief executive officer.

Between 1970 and 1975, Goodwin did nothing less than, in Fortune’s words, “rejuvenate the once torpid building materials company.” He reorganized, made eleven major acquisitions and twelve divestitures, moved the company’s headquarters from New York to Denver, and introduced a new style of management. Sales responded by leaping from $578 million in 1970 to $1.1 billion in 1975, an increase of 91 percent. Between 1970 and 1974, net income went up 115 percent.

Despite these results, Goodwin’s somewhat flamboyant and independent style (he wore modishly long hair and played a hot jazz piano) is said to have irked the conservative outside directors. In 1976, two of Goodwin’s specific proposals created additional friction. In the first, Goodwin requested that Johns-Manville change one of its oldest financial ties. In the second, he proposed that the number of directors be increased from twelve to fifteen and later to twenty.

In September 1976, after arriving in New York for a board meeting, Goodwin was asked by three of the outside directors for a brief discussion in his hotel suite. The three directors told Goodwin that they represented all nine outside directors on Johns-Manville’s twelve-person board and that they wanted him to resign. Goodwin demanded to know why. “Under the bylaws of this corporation,” he was told, “we don’t have to give you a reason.” Two hours later, the three directors were gone, taking with them a signed separation agreement, and leaving a stunned former chief executive officer.

Jones, Day, Reaves, and Pogue was the sixth largest law firm in the country, with headquarters in Cleveland and branches in Washington and Los Angeles. It was an old and prestigious firm with 220 lawyers. Its partners included a former Harvard Law School dean, a former secretary of HUD, one of the Ohio Tafts, and a former undersecretary of the Treasury. Many people thought of the firm as the best and most solid legal group west of the Hudson.2

The Washington office of Jones, Day was headed by Welch Pogue. Nearly eighty years old, Pogue was near the end of a very distinguished career as a lawyer and law firm manager. He took great pride in the fact that the office he helped build was very successful and the fact that his son was scheduled to take over the management of the entire firm in a few years.

During the first half of 1979, a power struggle erupted within Jones, Day, a struggle that centered around the Washington office and Welch Pogue. Many of the details surrounding this struggle are not public, but this much is known: In a meeting on January 15, 1979, with Elden Crowell, the head of the firm’s government contracts department, Pogue announced that it would be in the best interests of the firm for Crowell and three other government contracts partners to leave. Pogue did not explain, at least to Crowell’s satisfaction, why the four lawyers should go. And in any event, Crowell was not at all inclined just to pack up his law books and move out.

Almost immediately after this fateful meeting, Crowell began to mobilize support against the decision. He was particularly successful with some of the younger Washington partners, who decided to see if they could reverse the decision by electing a new managing partner. The firm’s partnership agreement stated that if holders of two-thirds of the ownership shares in the Washington office voted to change the office’s management, their vote would be binding. After a short but intense round of lobbying, they succeeded in getting the needed two-thirds vote. And on January 26, Pogue resigned as managing partner.

On February 14, the new management of the Washington office met with the Cleveland managing partner, Allen Holmes, at the Metropolitan Club in Washington. At that meeting, Holmes announced his support for Pogue’s original decision and stated that he would ask the entire partnership for a vote regarding the government contracts partners. He did so knowing the Cleveland and Los Angeles partners would stand behind him.

By the time the dust finally settled on this affair six months later, two-thirds of the Washington office had decided to leave and establish a new law firm. In the course of this upheaval, incalculable hours of valuable professional time had been spent talking, lobbying, calculating, scheming, arguing, and negotiating. And a very proud man named Pogue was left wondering why his extremely distinguished career was ending this way.

On Thursday, August 21, 1980, at 6:13 P.M., ABC’s World News Tonight ran a four-and-a-half-minute segment detailing allegations of criminal fraud, conspiracy, and conflict of interest against a number of executives in a large United States corporation. The fact that a network news program would run an expose on an organization or its leaders surprised no one. But the news report was, nevertheless, news in itself, because the corporation involved was ABC, Inc.3

The so-called Charlie’s Angels scandal was uncovered originally by the New York Times. ABC News subsequently investigated it in more depth, turning up additional damaging information. The overall accusations made against ABC, Inc. basically boiled down to this: (1) that executives at ABC were involved in a scheme to defraud the “profit participants” in Charlie’s Angels of close to $1 million, diverting a large part of that money to Spelling-Goldberg Productions via “creative accounting”; (2) that a lawyer in ABC’s West Coast contracts division was fired when she tried to bring this to the attention of ABC executives; and (3) that a very close friend of Aaron Spelling and Leonard Goldberg, a friend whose children all worked for either Spelling or Goldberg and who was a partner in some real estate deals, was none other than Elton Rule, the president of ABC.

In November 1980, Fortune ran a follow-up article on the story, adding one new dimension not in the ABC News report. It seems that ABC’s chairman, then seventy-four years old, was expected to retire sometime soon. Rule was his most likely replacement. Among other top executives, the most aggressively ambitious was believed to be Roone Arledge. Arledge and Rule were, in the words of one ABC employee, “about as friendly as Iran and Iraq.” Roone Arledge was in charge of ABC News.

II

When confronted with situations such as Goodwin’s dismissal, the “split” at Jones, Day, or the “scandal” at ABC, the naïve among us are shocked, while the cynical chuckle knowingly. The former would like us to believe that these stories are aberrations or possibly not even true (perhaps the product of a cynical journalist’s imagination). The latter feel that this is what daily life in organizations is all about and that the only reason we do not hear of these stories constantly is because they are suppressed by people who have a stake in not letting the truth be known.

The reality is that these stories are not the result of a cynical journalist’s imagination. The facts, for the most part, are verifiable. Dozens of similar episodes have been reported over the last few decades, both by journalists and by those applied social scientists who specialize in organization studies.4 A naïve perspective simply does not fit the facts.

But at the same time, a cynical perspective does not offer a much more useful explanation. On the surface, at least, these kinds of stories are not inconsistent with a cynic’s view of the world. But a cynical perspective is unable to explain or predict where and when episodes like these will be found, and where and when they will not. Cynics expect destructive power struggles, bureaucratic infighting, and parochial politics to be almost everywhere almost all the time. But facts do not support such a conclusion. Best evidence suggests that although pathological power processes are found, to some degree, in almost all organizations, some firms—usually the best performing ones—are remarkably free of such processes.

The problem with the cynical perspective is that it assumes firms like Jones, Day blow apart, organizations like ABC are plagued by scandal, and executives like Dick Goodwin are fired because of the essence of human nature, which they believe is dark, competitive, self-centered, and fundamentally immoral. The cynic, much like the naïve (ironically), attributes organizational outcomes to forces inside individuals—the cynic assumes evil forces are usually at work, the naïve assumes good forces are the norm. At the same time, both are almost blind to the social milieu surrounding people inside organizations and how that milieu can shape behavior, systematically create conflicts among people, and set the stage for the kinds of power struggles described at the beginning of the chapter.5

An alternative perspective—one that emphasizes the impact of the complex social milieu—will be used in this book. Such a perspective employs two basic concepts: diversity and interdependence. Diversity, as I shall use the term, refers to differences among people with respect to goals, values, stakes, assumptions, and perceptions. Interdependence refers to a state in which two or more parties have power over each other because they are, to some degree, dependent on each other. This can be contrasted with a state of independence, where parties have no power over each other (are not dependent on each other) and with a state of unilateral dependence (or dominance) where one party has considerable power over another, but not vice versa.

The logic of how high levels of diversity and interdependence set the stage for the kinds of interactions seen in the cases described above can be summarized as follows:

First of all, when a high degree of interdependence exists in the workplace, unilateral action is rarely possible. For all decisions of any significance, many people will be in a position to retard, block, or sabotage action, because they have some power over the situation. This power might be based on the formal authority of their positions, on financial or human resources they control, on their special expertise or knowledge, on legislation or legal contracts, or on any number of other things.

When the many parties who are linked together interdependently are very diverse from one another, they will naturally have difficulty agreeing on what should be done, who should do it, and when. Differences in goals, values, stakes, and outlook will lead different people to different conclusions. The greater the diversity, and the greater the interdependence, the more differences of opinion there will be. Because of the interdependence, people will not be able to resolve these differences either by edict or by walking away. As a result, high levels of diversity and interdependence in the workplace are quite naturally linked to conflicting opinions about action and thereby influence attempts to resolve that conflict.

When few people are involved (a very limited amount of interdependence), and when differences among those people are small (very limited diversity), resolving conflicts at work in both efficient and effective ways is a fairly simple procedure. The parties can get together, confront the issues in a straightforward way, and search for a creative solution that satisfies the key needs of all the people involved. Or they can defer to the person who has the most relevant knowledge or expertise, who will then search for the optimum solution and, once he has it, present it to the others. When there are a lot of people involved (lots of interdependence), and when the differences among the people are great (a high level of diversity), resolving conflicts in efficient and effective ways becomes much more difficult and complex. It is one thing to resolve a conflict with a fellow marketing employee who works in the same location and for the same division of a firm as you do and who has an educational and ethnic background similar to your own. It is quite a different case if the other person is an engineer (or an accountant) who was born and lives in another country, works for another division, etc. And it is a completely different case if the person is a government employee (or a member of the press) who thinks of you as “the enemy.”

Under conditions of high diversity and interdependence, the people involved will rarely agree on a single “expert” to whom they can defer. Different groups will propose different experts. Getting all the relevant parties together to discuss the issue usually becomes impractical. If representatives of the key constituencies get together, great differences in outlook make discussion difficult, time consuming, and frustrating. Under those circumstances, people typically begin looking for other ways to resolve the conflict. Sometimes they will try to negotiate a nonoptimum compromise. Or they will try to force their opinion on others. Or they will allow the other parties to make the decision, with the implicit expectation that, in the future, those others will return the favor. Or they will try to manipulate the other parties into accepting their point of view. Or they will try to persuade others that their solution is really best for everyone. Any of those tactics can, under the right circumstance, resolve a conflict. But they often do so at a considerable price. Forcing a solution on others invites retaliation in the future. A compromise is by definition not an optimum solution. Persuasion often takes a lot of time and effort. Manipulation can lead to a loss of trust among people, making conflict resolution more difficult in the future. And, when the level of diversity and interdependence is great enough, these tactics can simply fail, leading to a protracted power struggle, characterized by bureaucratic infighting and parochial politics.
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