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Running on Empty

 


“Take your shirt off, please,” Dr. Yantzi said.
“Looks like you’ve put on a few more pounds. Take deep
breaths.”

“Whoa, that thing is nice and chilled,” Pete said.
“Remember, you’re the doctor. It’s your job to prevent heart
attacks, not deliver them by stethoscope.”

Dr. Yantzi continued checking Pete’s chest. “So what
exactly are the symptoms you’re experiencing and when did they
start?”

“About four o’clock yesterday morning, I woke up with
my heart racing, chest pain, and some trouble breathing. I got out
of bed, took a stiff drink – for medicinal purposes – and walked
around the family room for a while. Things seemed to settle down a
bit after that. Michelle came down and wanted me to go to the
hospital, but I was feeling a little better and I had far too much
to do to spend all morning sitting in a crowded emergency
room.”

“How are things at work?”

“Oh, the usual. Same crap, different pile. Our
company is sliding into the swamp, and my boss isn’t doing anything
about it.”

“And home?”

“Michelle’s job is fine – but we hardly see each
other these days. Amanda is her usual screaming hormonal self, and
Ryan is off at college drinking his way to the bottom of his class.
Other than that, things are just peachy.”

Pete looked out the window at the gray sky. A fine
cold rain blew against the window, leaving beads of water that
occasionally gathered and raced down the pane. There weren’t any
clouds, just a mass of dirty drabness hovering overhead. In the
dying afternoon light, the leafless branches of the small tree
below were like gray tentacles grasping for the sky.

“What made you decide to come see me today?”

“Last night I hardly slept at all. I was shaky and
dizzy and had trouble breathing. I kept having this nightmare of
some big animal bearing down on me and crushing my chest against a
tree with its big horns. Michelle finally threatened to do even
worse if I didn’t go the hospital or see you today.”

“You can put your shirt back on,” Dr. Yantzi said. He
sat down at his desk, opened a file, and made a few notes. He
motioned Pete to sit across from him.

“I have the lab results from your annual check-up
last month,” he said. “You’re not exactly ready for the Olympics.
Your bad cholesterol is very high, you’re about fifty pounds
overweight, and your blood pressure is way up. It also sounds like
you’ve got a lot of stress in your life at the moment. How much are
you drinking these days?”

“I like a glass of wine or beer once in a while.”

“How often?”

“Just a couple a day.” That couldn’t be too far off,
Pete thought.

“You said you’ve had a lot of headaches. Are you
taking anything for that?”

“I take an occasional pain reliever when it gets real
bad.” A montage of the large bottles in his bedroom, desk, car, and
travel bag flashed before his eyes. He almost reached for a few of
the pills he always kept in a plastic case in his coat pocket.
Michelle called them his “stress beans” because he ate them like
jelly beans.

“I noticed in the paper the other day that NMTS is
having financial problems. That must be adding to your stress at
work,” Dr. Yantzi said in a questioning tone.
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Pete thought back to yesterday’s conversation with
his boss, the senior vice president of client services at
Newton-Millbank Tech Services. Pete was the head of that division’s
operations department. His intrepid leader was not one for making
small talk. He led off the conversation with: “We’ve got a problem
in this company right now and we need strong leadership from you to
keep your team focused.”

Now that’s rich, Pete thought. He looked at his boss
sitting in his overstuffed fake brown leather chair glaring at him
through his steel-rimmed glasses – the biggest horse’s ass to ever
put on a suit and pretend to be a leader, he thought. And now he’s
going to give me lessons? He stared at the large white letters
loudly proclaiming “Doug Drake – Senior Vice President” on the
phony gold plaque sitting directly in front of him on Doug’s
desk.

“I’ve been reviewing this year’s organizational
survey results,” Doug said, as he picked up a thick report. Little
red cellophane flags stuck out of the report like rectangular
tongues. They mocked Pete as Doug waved the report up and down.
“Trust and communication has really dropped off in your department.
No wonder morale is in the basement. Some of the written comments
show you’ve got a very unhappy bunch of campers. That clearly
explains why absenteeism is up and our client service levels suck.
There’s obviously a leadership problem here and I think I’m looking
at him.”

Then Doug paused for dramatic effect. “What are you
going to do about it?”

Pete fidgeted with the Doug Drake desk plaque. “Well,
I … I think there’s, uh, a lot of misunderstanding in my
department. These survey responses are just their perceptions; they
aren’t reality. People just don’t understand how much we’re doing
for them and just how good they have it as the industry goes
through this tough time.”

“Well, let me give you a dose of reality, Mr. Pete
Leonard. If we don’t turn this company around, we won’t make it
through this tough time either. Last month’s financials are just in
and we’re sinking deeper into a big pool of red ink. If we don’t
reverse this trend now, our creditors will pull the plug or sell us
to a competitor. Can you see it, Leonard? The vultures are
hovering, and it’s up to you to do something before it’s feeding
time.”

Doug grabbed the report and began pacing
magisterially around his spacious office. ?Your department is the
key to holding on to customers,” he said. ?Your service levels have
to improve. I just had a call from Bryon Hammond at Cowersill. I
hope you realize they are one of our best customers. He heard that
their technician was leaving us. Bryon thinks his tech walks on
water. If he goes, they go with him. With morale levels like the
ones in your department, we’re not only going to lose some of our
best people, we’re going to lose our best customers.”

Doug gave the giggling red tongues another good shake
for good measure. “You better get control of your department. Show
some leadership! Let them know who’s boss and just how dire the
situation is. Tell them that if they don’t start talking to each
other and communicate more, we’ll all drown together when the ship
finally sinks.”

Pete ventured in cautiously. “Maybe I should start by
reviewing the report and trying to figure out why the scores are so
low and what we can do about it.”

“For god’s sake, man! Do you want the inmates running
the asylum? You’re the leader. Get in there and shake them up. Make
them feel your presence. This isn’t the time to go soft. Holding
hands and singing Kum Ba Ya just isn’t going to cut it. We don’t
want the workers to see these survey results. That would just add
fuel to the fire and make them bitch and moan even more –
especially when they see the low communication scores.”

Doug landed back in his chair and threw the report on
his desk. “If you’re not up to the job … Well, let me put it this
way: We’re looking under every rock and into every cubicle for
savings. We’re determined to root out each and every expense that
isn’t adding value to the business. Pete, we’re reviewing your job.
We need to see you adding value – now!”
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“… Earth to Peter. Hello, Peter!”

“Oh, sorry, Doctor. What were you saying?”

“I was asking if the financial problems at NMTS were
adding to your stress.”

“It’s hard to add more water to a glass that’s
already full and overflowing.”

“I see. Well, Peter, I am very concerned about you.
If you stay on this road, you’re heading for a crash. It might be a
heart attack, stroke, or something else. But one thing is clear: it
won’t be fun for you or your family. The physical factors – like
your weight, cholesterol, and blood pressure – are bad enough. But
research is now showing that emotional state is a major variable in
heart disease and a host of other illnesses. You’re not the
aggressive and hostile Type A personality that most people think of
as high risk.”

Pete grabbed onto this statement like a drowning man
clutching a piece of driftwood.

“But it looks to me like you’re in that equally
dangerous category of ‘quiet desperation.?”

Pete sank back under the waves.

“I just read about a study of over ten thousand
heart-attack victims from dozens of countries. It showed that in
the year before their heart attack, most were under much higher
levels of stress from work, family, financial, and other factors
than a comparable control group. With your severe stress and
anxiety, you might as well be a heavy smoker on top of all the
other health factors.”

“I was once a Type A with some hostility,” Pete said.
“But it was getting me nowhere and leaving me frustrated. Now I
just try to go along to get along.”

Dr. Yantzi pulled out his prescription pad. “I am
writing you a prescription for antidepressant pills. I hope they
can help get you through this tough time in your life. You might
want to find a new job, because frankly, Pete, this one is killing
you. And you really need to lose some weight and start an exercise
program. I’d prescribe pills for that, but Magic Pharmacy is all
out.”

Pete took the prescription and tried to decipher its
squiggles and lines. He folded the paper and put it in his shirt
pocket. “Yeah, I guess I do need to get my life in order.”

“You sure do. The next time I see you it could be
under much more serious circumstances.”

Pete poked the elevator button and rocked gently from
foot to foot. He took the prescription out of his shirt pocket. Has
it come to this? he wondered. Have I reached the point where
pharmaceuticals are the only things keeping me going? How did I get
here?

He was a few months away from his forty-eighth
birthday. His fifteen-year-old daughter, Amanda, and
nineteen-year-old son, Ryan, were from his “first big mistake” –
his turbulent six-year marriage to Chantal. Chantal and he were
both twenty-eight when they got married. They had dated on and off
in college and stayed in touch after graduation. She loved his high
energy, ambition, athletic skills, and humor. They laughed a lot in
that enchanting year before they “tied the noose,” as Pete later
put it. He loved her beauty, creativity, vigorous independence, and
intelligence. They danced, partied, and made love with wild
abandon. She could be overbearing at times, but Pete could live
with that. When he did push back, Chantal’s fiery temper would
escalate and sparks would fly. He was always so sorry afterward and
would be the first to make up – which would end in passionate
fun.

It wasn’t clear just when their marriage took a wrong
turn, though it may have started before the honeymoon was over. The
big fight they had during that Caribbean frolic certainly didn’t
make for a storybook beginning. Chantal stormed out of their resort
room and flew home on her own. Pete followed her and spent the next
few days apologizing – although he wasn’t quite sure why and for
what.

It was the start an all-too-familiar drama played out
repetitively over the next six years. Chantal was most irritated
when Pete stood his ground and argued with her. That was always
certain to end with her exit from his life for a short time. When
Ryan was eighteen months old, she took off with him for three days.
Pete phoned and drove everywhere he thought she might be. When he
finally found her, at her parents’ cottage, it took hours of
apologizing and pleading to get her to come home. But once Ryan was
tucked in and asleep, they had an enthusiastic make-up session in
their bedroom.

Pete crossed the dim beige lobby into the white glare
of the pharmacy. It smelled like perfumed medicine mixed with
ammonia and rubbing alcohol. He could feel a familiar thirst on the
back of his tongue. There were four people lined up at the
prescription counter. He stood behind an elderly lady at the end of
line. She was meticulous in her gray three-quarter-length cloth
coat, dark caramel nylons, and black vinyl boots. She smelled like
mothballs and damp wool. He stared at the prescription paper, but
nothing sensible formed out of it. The elderly lady turned and
glanced at Pete.

“Pardon me. Are you by any chance Peter Leonard?” she
asked.

“Yes, I am.”

“I am Donelda Peugot. I was your guidance counselor
back at Waverly High.”

“Mrs. Peugot, of course. I thought you looked
familiar. It’s been a long time.”

“Many years. I barely recognize you anymore. You’ve
changed a lot in thirty years. How are you? What are you doing
these days?”

“Oh, I’m just getting along. I’m manager of the
operations department in a technology services company.”

“You always were so strong with technical subjects.
You stand out in my memory as one of Waverly’s
most-likely-to-succeed students. You had a rare combination of
technical aptitude, athletic talent, and social skills.”

“Yeah, I guess I was lucky once. What brings you to
the big city?”

“When my husband died, I moved here to be closer to
my children and their families.”

They chatted for a few more minutes. Pete rocked
gently from side to side. The line still hadn’t moved. He looked at
his watch and then at the prescription. He excused himself,
explaining that he had to get back to his office. Mrs. Peugot
grasped his forearm with a wrinkled hand covered in light brown
spots. “It was so nice to see you again, Peter. I hope life is
treating you well and you’ve put many of your gifts to good
use.”

When Pete graduated from college with an advanced
technology degree, he went to work for Newton-Millbank Tech
Services. The company was just starting up, which made for exciting
times. The company was growing, the industry was growing, and Pete
was growing. His technical abilities quickly made him a
troubleshooting star with NMTS’s key customers. His easygoing
manner made him popular inside and outside the company. He worked
with the sales department to help close a couple of key accounts.
Just a year after he started, he was promoted into his first
management role. He loved it. Years of leadership on sports teams
had given him strong instincts for rallying his group of techs to
solve impossible problems under unreasonable deadlines.

It didn’t take long for the industry to notice, and
Pete’s reputation and responsibilities grew. As his marriage to
Chantal wilted, he spent more time at the office, increasing his
profile. Throughout his thirties he moved to ever higher management
levels while NMTS’s growth exploded.

When both the market and the company slowed and
stalled, work became work. Pete started to dread, and then resent,
the numerous bosses who came with the continuous company
reorganizations, and the unreasonable demands of both customers and
the ungrateful people in his organization. Stress, anxiety, and
irritability became his constant companions.

When they were thirty-three, he and Chantal divorced,
with joint custody of the kids. Six years later Pete took the
marital plunge again, this time with Michelle, a high-school drama
teacher – who fortunately was not as dramatic as Chantal.

However, it wasn’t long before he took his stress out
on Michelle. Chantal’s vitriolic barbs whenever they crossed paths
while picking up or dropping off the kids didn’t help much. He kept
applying Chardonnay and beer to his nerves to keep himself sane.
But lately, even increasing the dosages of these self-medications
and throwing in extra-strength pain pills wasn’t relieving his
throbbing head.

Pete walked out the front door into the cold drizzle.
Dark heavy clouds were sinking earthward from the dreary gray mass
above. He zipped up his coat and raised his collar to shield
himself from the sharp wind that was driving tiny wet needles into
his face. He hurried across the front of the building toward the
parking lot, catching a glimpse in the first-floor office windows
of a fat, balding old man hunched over and shuffling sideways like
a crab against the current. Poor old guy, he thought. Then he
looked again and stopped dead. So did the old man. He stared at
himself in the window. I sure could use a drink, he thought as he
scurried to his car. He watched the pathetic old guy in the window
try to straighten up and walk with dignity.

Once inside his car, Pete called to check his voice
mail. The first message was marked urgent. He pressed the key to
listen. He recognized the voice of his boss’s assistant: “This is
Rhonda Donald with a broadcast message for the client services
management team. Mr. Drake is calling an emergency meeting tomorrow
morning at nine in conference room two. Attendance is mandatory.
Cancel whatever you have booked and be there.” There was a click
followed by the voice-mail lady declaring, “End of message.”

Pete felt his heart pounding. Sighing, he deleted the
message and started his car. The rain began pelting his windshield
with a torrent of angry water.
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The Call of the Riled

 


“So what’s got Dougie’s shorts in a knot this time?”
Chuck asked, as the rest of the management team sat quietly around
the conference table sipping their morning coffee. They were
waiting for Doug and Rhonda to show up. They were late as
usual.

Chuck headed up sales. He was tall and slim with a
thick head of silver hair parted on the side and a graceful wave
across his forehead. He’d been with NMTS for twenty-three years. He
should have been feeling the heat of the company’s current revenue
crisis. But as he put it to Pete over a few beers the week before,
“I am battle-weary and fed up with giving my life to this company.
And I’m really sick of playing guess-what-Dougie-is-thinking. He
just needs to tell me what he wants me to do and I’ll do my best.
I’m fifty-six and counting the days – seven hundred and forty-two
to be exact – until I get my first pension check. Then my life will
be my own again.”

“But what if the company doesn’t survive?” Pete had
asked. “There may not be a pension for any of us if we keep playing
the game by the old rules.”

Chuck had waved his hand in contempt, dismissing even
the possibility. “It will survive,” he said. “You know Dougie well
enough not to fall for his sky-is-falling BS. He’s always trying to
motivate us” – he made giant quotation marks in the air – “with his
theatrical declarations of doom.”

Now, in the conference room, Pete surveyed the rest
of the management team’s cast of characters.

Rosetta – everybody called her Rosie – was looking at
the white face of the large clock on the conference room wall. “I
wonder who decreed that every conference room in the world be
painted the same drab shade of beige?” she said. “There must be
entire paint factories running three shifts a day trying to keep up
with demand. If NMTS made beige paint, we’d be in great shape. I’m
going to take a wild guess and say the meeting today is about the
latest numbers.”

Rosie was in charge of the division’s administrative
department. She was short and plump with wiry hair in tight curls
and a large pair of glasses that magnified her hazel eyes. Her
frequent smile softened and lit up her round face. She looked like
a friendly owl with frizzy head feathers. She’d been with NMTS for
five years, after a short stint at a struggling start-up company.
Her instincts were good. That company closed its doors for good two
years later.

“Things do sound pretty grim,” Harold added. “I hear
the marketing budget is going to be trimmed back again. I don’t
think I can avoid showing some of my people the door. And they’ll
be the lucky ones. It’s not like the workload is going to
decrease.” He looked across the table at Chuck. “I’m sure Doug will
expect even more from us to fix our crumbling image and create more
leads for your sales guys.”

Harold was a fifteen-year marketing veteran of NMTS
and now headed up the marketing department. He had the leathery
face and husky voice of a heavy smoker. In baseball season he was
very active as one of the region’s top semi-professional league
umpires. He rarely smiled anymore. Faded laugh lines, like traces
of an old creek in a barren desert, hinted that humor once did
visit his stern face. Harold no longer believed in a world of black
and white, or good and bad. The constant pressure to perform had
simply made everything either bleak or bleaker.

The rain didn’t look like it was going to stop
anytime soon. The wind was gusting and sheets of water washed
against the second-floor conference-room window. The room was cold
and musty. Somewhere in the distance water was faintly drip, drip,
dripping at a constant and maddening tempo.

Rosie went to refill her coffee mug. Looking out the
window, she sighed, “I heard this nasty weather is going to be with
us for a few days.”

“For every drop of rain that falls, a flower grows,”
Harold mused. “And a foundation leaks and a ball game gets rained
out and a car rusts and ...”

Pete turned his attention to Omar, who had just
joined the division two months earlier as head of Information
Technology. He was new to the company. His easygoing and jovial
manner nicely matched his rotund face and body. His shaved head
showed the faint dark shadows of a hairline circling around the
lower sides and back of his shiny skull. His brilliant white teeth
contrasted with his light-brown complexion.

Damali was the division’s head of accounting. She’d
been with the organization for just over a year. Her straight black
hair framed a slender tan-colored face of softly pock-marked skin.
She liked to play the part of silent spectator.

“Morning,” Doug barked as he threw open the door.
Like a bad actor, he lived for the grand entrance. Rhonda was right
behind him. As he made his way to the end of the table, everyone
knew that today he was playing the part of a four-star general.

“Let’s get right to it,” he said.

Doug was of average height. His two most prominent
features were his belly and his moustache. The former was perfectly
rounded, as if he had a beach ball stuffed inside his mock
turtleneck sweater. The latter was white, streaked with thin black
stripes. It hid his upper lip and accentuated his large pink lower
lip. His big fleshy face with its multiple chins and folds made him
look more like a walrus than a general.

“We’re in a deep %*#!* shit hole!” he declared as he
pushed his glasses higher on his nose.

Doug believed that the strategic use of profanity
shocked people into paying more attention. Pete thought he saw
Chuck roll his eyes.

“Our sales are sliding off a cliff,” Doug continued.
“But our expenses are continuing to climb. We’re running out of
cash. So we need to restructure our finances. We need to come up
with a plan showing we can turn this ship around and convince the
banks to give us the credit we need until we do. Our job this
morning is to figure out how to do that.”

Pete reached into his pocket. He knew this was going
to be a three-pill meeting.

“I’d like to start by understanding why our current
results are so badly below forecast,” Doug said, his moustache
quivering slightly. “We’re not even close to hitting our
numbers.”

Doug stared down the table at Chuck, who was sitting
forward in his chair with his elbows on his knees. “Chuck, why are
sales way off your projections?”

Chuck delivered his lines like a robot. “We’re
getting a lot of delayed decision making. It’s partly due to
customer concerns about our future viability and it doesn’t help
that we’re at the low point of service-contract renewals right now.
Our sales force is working flat out. There’s some business in the
pipeline that should close soon.”

“Why don’t I see projected sales of the new services
we launched last quarter in your forecast reports?” Doug asked.

Pete remembered how Chuck had derided those new
services as “Dougie’s latest goofball idea for saving this
company.”



“We’re just getting those valuable new services
positioned to our prospects and customers now,” Chuck said.

“So what’s it going to take for your team to hit your
numbers?” Doug asked.

“We need to see the market turn around and the press
on this company to get better.”

“Come on, Chuck! Are you telling me your sales plan
is prayer? What specific steps are you taking to help us generate
revenue today? If you can’t tell me that, maybe I need to find
someone who can.”

Chuck studied his shoes. Everyone else became very
interested in their notes, coffee mugs, or the water rivulets on
the window. Rhonda’s keyboard clacked as she recorded the meeting
minutes on her computer.

“Getting stronger marketing support and fixing our
service delivery issues would help too,” Chuck said.

Harold scowled at Chuck and continued twisting a
paper clip into new and unusual shapes.

Doug looked around the table. “Does anyone have a
single new idea or insight?”

The hush said it all.

Finally, Omar spoke up. “As the new guy on the team,
I’d like to offer some observations and suggestions,” he said.
“Since IT gets deep into each department here, we get a good
feeling for what’s going on. I’m concerned by the large number of
urgent projects and growing list of critical objectives we seem to
have. It’s overwhelming. We can’t possibly do it all. On top of
that, urgent new priorities seem to be thrown at us every day.”

Mostly from the big guy at the head of this table,
Pete wanted Omar to add.

“I think we need a better process for agreeing on our
goals and priorities and sticking with them,” Omar concluded.

Pete saw Chuck smirk and exchange a long look with
Rosie. He tilted his chair backwards and crossed his legs. Like
everyone else around the table, he knew the show was about to
begin.

Doug glared at Omar. “We have a lot of urgencies
because our situation is very urgent. Our biggest problem is lack
of accountability. Managers here are not taking responsibility for
delivering on what we agree to do. What do you suggest?”

Omar pulled a few stapled sheets from a file in front
of him and handed one set to Doug. “I, I … have made a list of the
projects each department is working on that involves IT in some, in
some, uh, way. As you can see, umm, it’s an impossibly long list
and there is a lot of overlap and duplication. So I have followed
that with a master project-and-priority list based on my
discussions with each department head.”

Doug flipped through the first few sheets. He looked
up and moved his big moustache upward and outward into what was
intended to be a smile. “This is useful, Omar. Thank you. It’s
perfect timing for our budget review and the resetting of our
strategies and plans.”

Omar beamed. The rest of the group looked
apprehensive.

In his best teacher-to-kindergarten-kid voice, Doug
said, “Let’s use this list to educate you, Omar, and highlight the
lack of urgency and accountability problems we have in our
division.”

For the next hour and a half, he proceeded down the
list, giving a forceful argument for the vital importance of every
project. He grilled each manager on the ones that involved their
groups. With each project he fiercely challenged the manager – or
in some cases two or three managers – on whether they really
thought this project should be moved off the top-priority list. No
one did and none were.

When Doug pushed hard for an explanation of why a
project was late or not completed, he was given quiet, monotone
explanations, such as factors beyond the control of that group, how
hard everyone was working on it, and how the project was being
researched further. Doug would often interrupt with “that’s
unacceptable,” “we can’t keep delaying this project,” “you really
need to get on top of this.”

It was a painful lesson for Omar to endure. His
beaming face had faded to grim. Beads of sweat now formed above his
eye brows and prepared to break out on his reddening forehead.

“So we agree that Omar’s project list is valid,” Doug
said, looking around the table. “Omar, do you now understand how
vital all of these projects are to dealing with our crisis?”

“Yes, I guess I do,” was Omar’s almost whispered
response.

“Good. I’m glad we have a consensus on this one.
Let’s get the projects done, people, and damn all of your lousy
excuses. Okay. We’ll take a short break and then Heather is going
to join our meeting to enlighten us with her report and
recommendations regarding the organizational survey results in the
client services division.”

Doug and Rhonda left the room and went down the hall
to Doug’s corner office suite.

Omar got up and went to the men’s room. Harold and
Chuck followed him in. “So how do you like our management meetings
so far?” Chuck asked with a cynical snicker as they stood beside
each other at the urinals.

“It didn’t go exactly as I’d planned,” Omar replied.
“I don’t understand why you and the other managers didn’t tell Doug
what you were telling me about these projects. We can’t do them
all.”

“Of course we can’t,” Harold said. “But it’s a lot
easier to get forgiveness than permission from Doug. We all just
work on what are clearly the most important issues and tell him
what he wants to hear.”

“He’s really easy to get along with once you learn to
obey him,” Chuck said. “And if he wants any of your bright ideas,
he’ll give them to you. Omar, you’re a good guy and I am sorry to
see you get grilled this morning. But I could spot this one coming
a mile off when you pulled out your list.”

By now Pete had joined in the proceedings. “Omar,
we’ve all got battle scars from tangling with Doug. He figures that
you’re not carrying your share of the load if you don’t have ulcers
or marital problems. It’s just easier to go along to get along with
him.”

Omar dried his hands, shook his head, and walked out
the door back to the meeting room.

There was very little conversation around the table
as the group waited ten minutes for Doug and Rhonda. When they
finally marched in, Doug introduced Heather with barely disguised
contempt as “having some corporate HR wisdom to share with us about
this.” He waved his copy of the organizational survey report with
its dozens of little red Post-it Note flags flicking in the
air.

Heather’s presentation, complete with colorful bar
and pie charts, was shown on the screen at the front of the meeting
room. She was the corporate Human Resources director and not a
member of the division’s management team. Doug had grudgingly
agreed to allow her into today’s meeting when his boss, Cy Garnet,
the company’s president, had insisted she meet with the management
team to review and interpret the organizational survey results that
each manager had recently received.

Heather was in her thirties. She was about five feet
two, slim, with straight shoulder-length auburn hair and a creamy
smooth complexion. She radiated friendliness and
approachability.

Running through the survey results, she pointed out
how morale had dropped across the whole client services division,
but especially Pete’s operations department. The client services
divisional results were lower, percentage-wise, than those of the
overall company. She handled challenges to the validity and
accuracy of the survey data, but most of the managers weren’t
convinced by her answers. The lowest categories were trust,
communications, and teamwork.

Heather carried on: “In the past two weeks, I did
further analysis of the written comments on the survey and talked
with many people throughout your division to bring you some further
insights on the management issues you might want to address. What’s
emerged is that people don’t feel you’re openly sharing information
and letting them know what’s really going on. But the biggest
problem is the departmentalism and turf wars. Most of that seems to
be a reflection of challenges this team has in working
together.”

Doug jumped on that comment and demanded examples.
Heather measured her words carefully, describing e-mails that were
circulating between marketing, sales, and operations with
accusations and defenses flying back and forth. Doug had not heard
of these contentious issues and demanded to be copied on the
e-mails so he could “get to the bottom of this.”

Pete grimaced. No doubt he’ll fire out a succession
of his infamous flaming e-mails to scorch us into being good little
boys and girls, he thought.

Heather stated that a rising number of client service
problems were because departments weren’t keeping each other
informed. Once again Doug demanded examples. Heather cited a few
that would be almost funny if they weren’t so damaging to internal
and external relationships.

Chuck threw in that one had resulted in a
medium-sized customer failing to renew its contract. He went on to
complain about marketing’s lack of urgency in meeting the sales
department’s needs.

Harold snapped back, “Failure to plan on your part
should not make for an emergency on our part!”

Doug cut off further discussion.

The questions and discussions put Heather’s portion
of the meeting well into the lunch hour, and forty-five minutes
past what seemed to be her allotted time. But since there was no
posted agenda, no one was quite sure what Doug had in mind. Rhonda
came to the rescue.

“Mr. Drake, you are late for your luncheon meeting,”
she said.

But Doug wasn’t finished yet. “Thanks for your
enlightenment, Heather,” he said. His volume and pitch rose. “I am
very disturbed by what I am hearing here. You have all got to get
your act together and get along. If you can’t start working
together as a team, I may have to make some changes to get players
who can.”

With that he bounced to his feet and disappeared out
the door. Rhonda snapped her computer shut, wrapped up the power
cord, and followed in his wake.

Pete headed back to his own office. The voice-mail
indicator light on his desk phone was flashing crimson red like an
ambulance rushing to the scene of a horrific disaster. Probably a
dozen messages, a bunch of them urgent, he thought. A glance at his
computer screen showed forty-one new e-mail messages, many of them
marked with red exclamation marks. This is exactly why I hate
bloody meetings, he thought. He shook a few pills from the big
plastic bottle in his desk drawer into his hand and poured his
sixth or seventh coffee from his personal pot. Meetings get in the
way of all the work we have to do around here. And this one was a
huge waste of time when we can least afford it.

Pete sipped his coffee and stared out the window. He
picked out individual raindrops slanting downward from the foggy
mass overhead. On and on they fell, smash, smash, smashing into the
clear wall. I know how that feels, he snorted to himself. He looked
around the tight edges of the window. I’ll bet these are sealed to
keep us from jumping out.

Suddenly his eyes were drawn to a shadowy shape on
the grass beside the parking lot below. Barely visible through the
gloom was what looked like a large cow or horse nibbling on the
lower branches of a small tree. It stopped and turned its head
upward to gaze at Pete’s office window. They locked eyes. Then it
faded back into the mist.

I’m really losing it now, Pete thought, turning back
to his computer.
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The Dread POETS Society

 


“Hey Pete. A few of us are going for drinks after
work,” Rosie said as she stuck her frizzy head through the door to
Pete’s little office.

“After that inspiring meeting this morning, that’s
just the sort of action plan I can get behind,” Pete said.

“Rocky and Bullwinkle’s?”

“Perfect. I’ll see you in an hour.”

Rocky and Bullwinkle’s was your typical roadhouse/
restaurant/bar. It was just down the street from NMTS. Its theme
and interior were loosely based on the old Rocky and Bullwinkle
cartoon series.

Harold, Rosie, and Damali were already seated at a
back corner table when Pete got there. He was surprised to see
Damali. She hadn’t said anything at the morning meeting and didn’t
normally socialize outside the office. Everyone respected her brisk
efficiency and cool competency – especially since she had so
quickly cleaned up the accounting mess she had been hired to
fix.

“… he’s going to pull down the whole division if
something isn’t done,” Damali was saying with a passion and
frankness Pete hadn’t realized she could muster. “If the division
goes, the whole company is gone.”

Harold moved aside and pushed back a chair for Pete.
?We’re chatting about our delightful leader and his latest trail of
destruction,” he said with a weary grin.

“He’s really killing us. And it’s pulling down the
morale of the whole division,” Damali said, staring right at
Pete.”Welcome to this week’s POETS meeting, Pete,” Rosie said.
“We’re just beginning to compose.” Rosie called their after-work
drinks the Piss-On-Everything-Till-Sunrise Society, or POETS, for
short.

Harold loved worn-out clichés and aphorisms. “This
morning’s meeting was yet another triumphant installment in the
continuing saga that is the leadership lunacy of NMTS,” he said.
“The one who blows his horn loudest is most often in the fog.”

Damali looked at Pete. “The list of projects that
came out this morning is unbelievable. I knew we had a lot on our
plates, but I had no idea the list was soooo long. Did you?”

“Operations is involved in many of these projects, so
I had a pretty good idea,” Pete said. “But I didn’t see the big
picture until today.”

“I remember when you used to sort through all the
conflicting priorities to help our team set clear goals and plans,
Pete,” Harold said.

Before Doug arrived at NMTS as senior vice president,
Harold reported to Pete.

“You need to bring some of that discipline to this
team,” Harold said.

“No thanks! I am not taking Doug on over this one. I
have enough scars on my back from his hobnail boots …”

“Did they have multi-color mirrors on them like in
the Beatles song?” Rosie asked, trying to lighten things up a
little.

“Remember the issue with the Henderson Industries
account?” Pete asked. “I tried to help him out with some input, and
what thanks did I get? My budget was cut and two of my key projects
were derailed. It cost me a good chunk of my bonus that year. I got
the message. So, no thanks! Right now I need to save what’s left of
my sanity.”

“We can’t go on like this,” Damali said. “It’s the
tyranny of the urgent. I can’t stand the endless fire storms of
crisis much longer. My department is burning out, and I am afraid
we’re going to lose some of our best people.”

And you’re one of them, Pete thought. If Damali left,
it would be a huge loss to the division. He noticed red streaks
radiating from the pupils of her eyes. He had never seen her
looking so tired and distraught.

“The project list needs to at least be sorted into
critically urgent, extremely urgent, and really urgent,” Rosie
said.

“Years back I would have thought for sure you’d be in
Doug’s SVP role by now,” Harold said, gazing across his Coke at
Pete.

Pete took a deep draught of beer. This is what he
really needed to calm his jangled nerves. “Shoulda. Woulda. Coulda.
Things just didn’t work out,” was his weak reply.

Chuck and Omar arrived and pulled chairs over to the
table. “I thought today’s victim could use a drink and the
consolation of the POETS Society,” Chuck laughed, patting Omar on
the back. Omar could only manage a rueful smile.

“This morning reminded me of the scene in the Roman
senate when the dictator Sulla asked for any objections to his
proposal,” Chuck went on. “Ofella spoke up in opposition to Sulla’s
plans. Without saying a word, Sulla motioned to his henchmen
waiting at the doors. They carried Ofella out to the courtyard and
sliced off his head. Sulla then turned back to the senate and
asked, ‘Are there any other comments?’ That pretty much took care
of it. There was no further opposition from the floor.”

One of Chuck’s interests was ancient Roman history.
Pete was sure it made him very popular at parties.

Damali offered sympathetic words to Omar on his
initiation into the toxic culture of client services. She had an
animated discussion with him about how deadly the atmosphere was in
the division and just how critical his attempt to prioritize all
the projects really was.

Chuck tried to comfort him too, saying, “Don’t worry,
Omar – I’ll tell you some stories that will make you feel as if
Dougie gave you a big hug and kiss this morning.”

“What we’ve all learned is how useless it is to try
what you did this morning,” Rosie said. “There’s no point. So you
just go along – and then you meet with your fellow POETS to
straighten out the world. Welcome to the society.” She raised her
glass to toast Omar.

“But he told me when I was hired that his style was
all about consulting with his management team,” Omar said. “He has
emphasized that over and over in the few months I’ve been here. His
e-mail to us last week mentioned getting our input and ideas to
deal with our big problems. I thought I was providing that this
morning.”

“Doug talks a good game and can spout most of the
latest management book leader-speak,” Rosie said. “But his idea of
consulting us is to get our agreement on a course of action that
he’s already decided on. He browbeats us into silence and takes
that as agreement. When he asks for honest feedback, he’s really
telling you to agree with him. He’s especially good at kissing up
to those above him and kicking down those below. Welcome to the
lower decks, my fellow POET.”

As conversation continued at the other end of the
table, Harold leaned over to Pete and asked, “So why aren’t you
sitting in Doug’s chair? You had it all going for you.”

“I don’t know. I guess after all I’d been through
with Chantal, I just ran out of gas.”

“We could really use the old Pete Leonard, you know.
You’re the best one to deal with Doug and get us out of this jam.
You have a long history and a lot of respect in this company. And
I’m not just talking about this team. Cy Garnet is a big fan
too.”

Pete drained the last drops from his second pint. The
familiar buzz didn’t seem to strengthen him this time. “Cy would
never undermine or override Doug,” he said. “That would be the same
as firing him. And as I said earlier, I am not about to try and
take on Doug – especially given the warpath he’s marching down
these days.”

“Pete, you’ve beat tough challenges before. Remember
when you led our team through the impossible deadlines and
corporate interference to deliver SCORPIO on time?”

Pete always smiled when he thought of how exhilarated
and triumphant he felt the day SCORPIO – an innovative new client
service plan – was presented at the annual general meeting. It was
a stunning success by any standard and became one of the key
contributors to NMTS’s steep growth curve.

“We go back far enough together for me to know just
what leadership you’re capable of,” Harold said. “I don’t know how
you’ve lost your way. I’m going to tell you this as a friend as
much as a colleague, but it’s disappointing to see you in this
state. For your own sake and ours, you’ve got to get back on
track.”

“I’m not that guy anymore,” Pete mumbled. “Now I am
just going along to get along. If we lie low long enough, this too
shall pass. Assuming the company makes it through this rough patch
– and that I do too – I’ve got about seven or eight more years
until my pension kicks in. I’ll still be young enough to move on
and do what I really want to do. The truth is, I can’t afford to do
anything at this point to jeopardize my job.”

 


#

 


Pete recalled a tense discussion with Michelle a few
nights earlier after she read that day’s newspaper story about
NMTS’s prospects.

“My teaching job is very secure, so there’s no worry
about that income,” she had said. “But we would be in a real mess
if you lost your job right now. We have very little money saved and
still have this house to pay for. Since you’re getting close to
fifty, you could have problems getting another job that pays as
well as this one. And you wouldn’t have much of a pension, so you’d
have to keep working for many more years. I am not sure your health
could take that.”

Countless coffees at the office and a growing
collection of empty pint glasses were catching up to Pete. Now the
only relief he cared about was twenty steps away, in the men’s
room. He excused himself and dragged his feet slowly in that
direction. He felt the prescription in his shirt pocket. Maybe I
should stop at the drugstore and get this filled, he thought – or
maybe it’s time for another self-medicating pint. As he shuffled
through the dim bar, he looked through the window and saw another
torrent of rain soak the parking lot. Just then he remembered his
umbrella. It was in the front seat of his car.

When Pete got back to the table, the conversation had
turned to the organizational survey results. Everyone agreed that
today’s declining work values and unrealistic expectations from
many of the new workers was a big part of the problem. The
increasing turnover within client services was bringing many new
people into the organization. They were just too unreasonable.

“What really frustrates me is their lack of
initiative,” Rosie said. “They seem to be constantly coming to me
looking for direction. So I have to spend a big part of my day
babysitting.”

“I was surprised by the low scores – and some of the
written comments were just downright cruel,” Damali said. “If they
feel so strongly about some of these issues, why don’t they speak
up? It’s actually a bit cowardly not to tell us directly what their
gripes are.”

“And don’t they love to bitch and moan when they’re
together?” Chuck said. “They should put up or shut up. The other
day I overheard a couple of staff whining about a problem with
another department. So I suggested they bring it forward to that
group and do some problem solving with them. They told me there’s
no point because the other group isn’t going to change anyway. Of
course they won’t change if you don’t take some initiative to
address the issues with them.”

The group continued, over yet another round of
drinks, to bitterly denounce their weak staff, Doug, demanding
customers, market conditions, and fierce competition.

“I am beginning to think that our luck is so bad that
if NMTS went into the cemetery business, people would stop dying,”
Damali said.

“Well, I am feeling better now that us POETS have
given up all hope,” Rosie said with a laugh.

“After this morning’s meeting, I can see that NMTS’s
office is really hell with fluorescent lighting,” Omar said. Rosie
congratulated him on his poetic observation and knighted him with
her straw, making him an official member of the POETS Society.

Harold contributed another saying. “In our division
if you stoop you’ll be stepped on and if you stand tall you’ll have
your head lopped off and handed to you by Doug.”

“Cheer up. The whole world isn’t against us,” Chuck
said. “I think I know of some people and smaller countries that
don’t care.”

Rosie looked at her watch. “Oh my god, look at the
time! I’ve got to get going.” She put on her coat while others
began to get up from the table. “Thanks for the misery of your
company,” she said and headed for the door.

“I am glad I joined you today,” Damali said to the
rest of the group. “This conversation has confirmed what I was
feeling, and now I know what I need to do to preserve my
sanity.”

Pete didn’t like the sound of that at all. He was
just finishing the last of yet another beer when Heather walked
over to the table. “Hi guys. Looks like I missed the party,” she
said. “I wanted to join you earlier, but I got tied up at the
office reviewing the survey with Doug.”

“I’m sure that was an inspiring time,” Pete said.

Harold pulled up a chair for her. “I was just about
to mention Jason Reynard’s upcoming workshop to Pete,” he said.
“Since you circulated the e-mail about it, you’re just the person
to sell him on attending. I heard Jason speak a few years back at a
conference. He’s got some good things to say on leadership that I
think Pete would find helpful. I’ve been trying to wake up the old
Pete Leonard that I know is still hiding inside that body
somewhere. We could really use his leadership these days.”

“I have heard a few of the impressive stories about
your key contributions to NMTS’s early success,” Heather said to
Pete. “I think you would find Jason’s workshop very helpful. I
attended one of his public workshops a few months ago and I’ve read
a couple of his leadership books. He’s very good and his advice is
quite practical. Would you be interested in attending?”

“I’m sure it would be beneficial, but I just can’t
get away for a whole day right now,” Pete said. “Besides, Doug
would be on my case about that too. He doesn’t believe in soft
stuff like leadership training.”

“True,” Heather said. “He isn’t exactly enthusiastic
about the workshop. But with Cy’s insistence, he’s supporting it.
It’s great timing to help you get some ideas for leadership
improvement around the survey results.”

They talked about the workshop and some of Jason’s
leadership principles over another round of drinks. Harold and
Heather continued to encourage Pete to attend. He continued to
insist that he was too busy. He was beginning to slur his
words.

As they finished up, Harold said to Pete, “I’ve only
had a few Cokes. Why don’t you leave your car here and I’ll drop
you off at your place? It’s not far out of my way.”

Pete rose to his feet. He felt dizzy. “Yeah, I guess
I did overindulge a little. Maybe that’s not a bad idea.
Thanks.”

It was now totally dark. Harold’s car sliced through
wisps of mist and moved in and out of thickening fog. As they were
turning down the road leading into his subdivision, Pete noticed a
large four-legged shadow up ahead. It stepped off the grassy
boulevard right onto the road. As they sped closer, Pete peered
through mist and realized it was the cow or horse he had seen in
the afternoon.

“Look out! We’re going to hit it!” he shouted to
Harold. That was the last thing he remembered as he raised his arms
in front of his face and braced for impact.
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Of Moose and Managers

 


Coffee cup in hand, Pete quietly slipped into one of
the few empty seats at the back of the conference room. He nodded
at his neighbor as he sat down, splashing coffee on the white
tablecloth. That’s about par for me, he thought, watching the brown
stain spread across the table.

He had stopped by the office on the way to the
session. He should have known better. Most mornings he felt like a
fire chief struggling to get the latest blaze under control, and
today was no different. Then traffic was heavy due to the
continuing rainy weather and a serious car crash.

Jason Reynard was well into reviewing the day’s
agenda with a colorful slide showing on a large screen to his
right. He looked to be in his mid-fifties, with receding gray hair.
He was fairly fit and trim. He had a friendly, low-key style that
was also animated and energetic. His quips and comments were
drawing laughter from around the room as people settled in. There
were about twenty tables with about half a dozen participants at
each.

Jason was now talking about workshop expectations. “I
am going to be giving you a fire hose of ideas today. You can drink
deeply from the fire hose, you can gargle, or you can just rinse
and spit.” He asked participants to spend a few minutes jotting
down what they wanted to take away from the session in their
personal workbooks.

Pete stared at the blank page with “Workshop
Objectives” at the top. He didn’t really have any expectations
because he knew he was wasting precious time being there while new
fires were starting back at the office.
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Pete vaguely remembered coming to and finding himself
sitting in Harold’s car as it idled in his driveway. Harold was
very worried about him – especially after Pete screamed to stop the
car. Harold claimed he hadn’t seen anything and that whatever Pete
thought he saw was probably “ale induced.” Pete couldn’t remember
much more about their conversation except for Harold’s worried tone
and deep concern for “the slippery slope you seem to be on.”

A day later, Doug called Pete to his office and told
him that he was registered to take Jason Reynard’s one-day
leadership workshop the following week. “It’s to help you get your
act together and get things turned around in operations,” he said
gruffly.

Pete protested that he didn’t have time for it. Doug
agreed that the timing was bad, but said maybe Pete would pick up a
few things that would make it worthwhile. He told Pete to get the
workshop registration package from Rhonda on his way out. He was
dismissed. Later, Pete learned that Harold had had a long
conversation with Heather about his concerns. She had apparently
talked to Cy, who in turn had spoken to Doug. And so here he was
this morning.
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The six people around Pete’s table introduced
themselves. They were managers and supervisors from a cross-section
of organizations. Each then talked about why they were here and
their expectations for the day. Pete wasn’t that keen to
participate, so he danced around his expectations and didn’t join
any further discussion.

A few minutes later, Jason summarized on a flip chart
at the front of the room the numerous workshop expectations he was
given. Then he said, “A key theme of today’s session is courageous
leadership. That’s having the courage to navigate change we don’t
want. It’s having the courage to strengthen our leadership in the
face of daily management crises and technical issues pulling us
down into the minutiae of details. It is especially about having
courageous conversations. That means having the courage to talk
about sensitive issues we’ve been avoiding and having the courage
to listen to what we don’t want to hear.”

As Jason carried on along these lines, Pete
discreetly checked his e-mail and typed a few quick replies about
yet another burning issue.

When he tuned back into the meeting, Jason was
saying, “Poor time management and overwork – too many e-mails,
voice mails, and meetings – are often the result of not enough
courage to face issues – either at work or even at home. So we
avoid them by burying ourselves in our busyness. For many
less-effective managers, volumes of e-mails, voice mails, phone
calls, and meetings are a twisted type of status symbol or personal
measure of self-worth proving to them and others just how busy,
important, and indispensable they are.”

Spoken like a theoretical consultant who’s never had
to manage a demanding organization, Pete thought as he tapped out
another e-mail.

Now Jason was talking about dealing with adversity.
“I used to mouth the phrase ‘embrace change.’ In the last few years
I have changed my perspective on change. Now I believe that
‘embrace change’ is a useless platitude uttered by someone who’s
either never really thought about its full implications or is a
masochist. Many changes are impossible to embrace. This list might
include loss of a relationship, a loved one, health, job, money,
and such.”

Pete stopped answering the e-mail. Now the guy is
finally making some sense, he thought.

“We may not choose the adverse changes that spring
up,” Jason said. “But we always choose how we respond.”

Jason went on to show a slide with a dotted line
running horizontally across the middle of it. “This is Survivor
mode. We’re sitting on the fence to see what happens or passively
waiting for someone else to do something. There are times when
being an above-the-line Survivor and not acting immediately is
quite wise. This might be when we need more information and have to
do some research, or to see whether a change is going become a
trend, or which way the new boss, government, etc. is going to
go.”

Then he showed a slide with “Navigator” written well
above the line from the previous slide. “When we’re in Navigator
mode, we’re trying to capitalize on the problem or adversity. Or we
may be at least trying to figure out how we can make the best of a
bad situation. This section above the line is leadership territory.
Like the best ship captains of old, strong or courageous leaders
know that we can’t control the wind and currents, but we can adjust
our sails to make the best use of the conditions to move toward our
destination.”

He then moved to a slide with the word “Victim” well
below the line. “In Victim mode we’re bitter, helpless, and feeling
like ‘they’ are doing it to us. In your world, who is ‘they’?”

Participants answered with “the government,” “my boss
or senior management,” “other departments,” “customers,” “workers,”
and “competition.”

“These problems can be making our life difficult, but
what matters is how we frame them,” Jason said. “Courageous leaders
face these issues head-on by focusing on what’s within their direct
control or influence. They figure out how to let go of, or at least
not ‘awfulize’ and give more power to problems or issues that can’t
be controlled or changed. Leaders know that the best thing to do
when it’s raining, is to … let it rain. So leaders get busy
figuring out how to work in the rain or adjust their sails rather
than cursing the weather and moving to Pity City. Maybe you know a
few people who live there?”

“Live there! My husband’s the mayor,” a woman at a
front table said. “He runs the place!” A roar of laughter filled
the room.

“Pity City – or its suburb, Frown Town – can be a
therapeutic place to visit occasionally. We all need to grieve or
ventilate our frustration when faced with major losses or setbacks.
But we don’t want to take up residence in this toxic place.
Residency leads to deepening cynicism, despair, and inaction. It’s
certainly not leadership territory. But it’s so easy to get on the
Bitter Bus rolling on down Helpless Highway to Pity City because
that’s where so many people are going.”

Jason acknowledged the groans emanating from the
tables. “Okay, okay. But it takes much more courage and effort to
fight against the natural gravity that is pulling us down and climb
back up above the line. A popular party pastime is playing The
Blame Game. Like that old 1960s game Twister, this game involves
getting bent out of shape as we avoid taking any responsibility and
denounce everyone else for the state of our affairs.”

He went on to show a number of statistics and studies
on the deadly health effects of living below the line. They
included dramatically increased rates of heart attacks, strokes,
cancer, and depression. Pete thought of his visit to Dr. Yantzi’s
and the prescription for antidepressants he still had in his
wallet.

“Life isn’t fair. Lots of unfair and unjust crap
happens to undeserving people,” Jason was saying. “Whatever hits
the fan won’t be evenly distributed. But it’s our choice whether to
stand in it or not.”

Jason took a blue marker and shaded in a large heavy
dot on a clean flip-chart page. He then talked about how we can
narrowly focus on just the dot by restricting our field of vision
to this problem and ignoring the rest of the page. To demonstrate
this further, he formed a circle with his index finger and thumb
and placed it over his eye, thrusting his face right up to the dot
on the page.

“In Victim mode, I can easily frame a problem so
narrowly that it’s all I can see,” he said. “I lose perspective and
can’t see the huge amount of good or positive factors of all the
white space on the rest of this page.”

When he pulled back from the flip chart and looked
back at the audience, he was greeted with hearty laughter. He
hadn’t realized that his marker was leaking and blue ink was all
over the side of his index finger. He had left a large spot of ink
beside his right eye. A participant at the front table offered him
a moist cloth to clean himself up.

Jason tried to continue with his point about how our
focus becomes our reality, but drew more laughter when his attempts
to wipe off the spot smeared the blue ink all around his upper
cheek beside and under his eye. Someone else gave him a mirror,
moist wipes, and paper napkins. He reduced the ink somewhat, but a
large blue stain remained on the side of his face. Someone at
Pete’s table said, “I guess this really shows how when we get
overly focused on a problem we can’t see much else. In a couple of
minutes he’s gone from having a problem to being really blue.”
There were a few nods of agreement and groans at the pun.

Jason reviewed his Navigator-Survivor-Victim chart.
“Navigators make it happen,” he said. “Survivors watch it happen.
Victims ask, ‘Why does this always happen to me??”

During his table’s brief discussion of this chart,
the woman beside Pete reflected on the team she was leading. “We
aren’t always on the Bitter Bus,” she said. “But we’re often at the
front of the line at the bus stop because if that’s where our
organization is going, we want to get a good seat.”

Jason concluded this section of the agenda by showing
a slide with an optical illusion on it. Two large red dots were
surrounded by white frames. However, one frame was very thick and
heavy and the other was small and thin. This made the dots look
different sizes.

“Life is an optical illusion,” he said. “We don’t see
the world as it is. We see the world as we are. Our perspective
becomes our life.”

Oh isn’t that a lovely idea, Pete thought. He’s
telling me my attitude is to blame for all the crap in my life.
Just put on a happy face and use good old positive thinking and my
problems will all disappear? Yeah, right.

The rest of the morning passed quickly. Pete found
the discussion interesting on many levels. He was really surprised
to realize that he hadn’t checked his e-mail in over an hour. He
never thought he’d actually find anything worth listening to at the
workshop and definitely wasn’t prepared to find himself vigorously
participating in the table discussions.

After lunch Jason began the afternoon session by
announcing, “Now we’re going to deal with courageous conversations
by discussing Moose on the Table. This is where everyone in a
meeting knows there is an issue or problem, but no one is talking
about it. It’s like there is a large moose standing on the
meeting-room table and no one is saying a word about it, as if it’s
not there. The problem is that the longer the moose is ignored, the
bigger it grows. Then it’s joined by other moose attracted to the
conspiracy of silence – the perfect habitat for these moose to
thrive. And they start to have babies. Pretty soon moose are
everywhere as everyone does their best to ignore them.”

One participant near the front of the room observed
that she had heard this phenomenon referred to as “elephant in the
room.” Jason agreed that it was the same idea.

“The consequences of not having courageous
conversations that identify and address Moose on the Table can be
quite serious. A major pulp and paper producer had a chemical
cleaning procedure that was not being followed properly at one of
its facilities. A worker raised it twice with management and was
ignored. So he reported the environmental violations and spills to
the government. They investigated and levied a ten-million-dollar
fine and put two managers in prison for three years. The
supervisor’s defense was the ever-popular and cowardly cop-out –
‘we always did it that way.?”

Jason went on to give a few more dramatic examples of
how silence killed organizations – or even literally killed people
when safety issues weren’t addressed. “When moose run wild in an
organization, it leads to a myriad of problems,” he said. “Some of
the more common ones are listed in your workbook.”

Pete turned to the page and read through the
list:

 


 


1. Hiding/suppressing information

2. Minimizing or avoiding big problems/issues

3. Learned helplessness, cynicism, and apathy

4. Turf protection and silos or departmentalism

5. Team members dislike and avoid each other

6. Blame storming, fault finding, and sniping (often
wrapped in “humorous” zingers)

7. Lower respect for self and others

8. Mediocre meetings

* Mainly progress reports and updates

* No real discussion, debate, or dialogue

* Too much time focused in and not enough on the
business

* A few people dominate while the rest are
spectators

* Confusion between Command, Consultation, or
Consensus decision making on each agenda item

* Meetings lack clear agendas, strong facilitation,
ground rules, conflict resolution, regular summaries of decisions/
progress, clear action planning, and follow-through

9. Messengers are shot and wounded, never to make
that mistake again

10. Lobbying, politicking, and decision making are
done outside the meeting

 



Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/68
to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you
appreciate their work!
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