

[image: image]



[image: image]




DEDICATION


For Paula

Who reads me better than anyone else. Damn it.



CONTENTS




	Dedication

	Introduction

	1.   POKER ON A UNICYCLE

	      Learn to observe and read the people with whom you work.

	2.   BALLET IN A MINEFIELD

	      Navigate the unique culture and political environment of your business.

	3.   TAKE THE HIT

	      Embrace full responsibility for your own career failures and missteps.

	4.   FUEL YOUR FIRE

	      Strengthen your career climb with physical, emotional, and mental energy.

	5.   VELCRO BUTTERFLIES AND TEFLON RHINOS

	      Balance emotional strength with sensitivity when responding to personal rejection.

	6.   ENJOY THE SHOW

	      Strategically promote your capabilities and contributions.

	7.   LIKABLE AND LUCKY CHARMERS

	      Influence others through personal rapport and connection.

	8.   BUDDHA, SPOCK, PATTON, AND SHERLOCK

	      Make effective decisions that will accelerate your long-term career trajectory.

	9.   LIKE A RUBBER CAT

	      Bounce back quickly from career adversity and setbacks.

	Conclusion

	Acknowledgments

	About the Author

	Credits

	Copyright

	About the Publisher






Guide


	Cover

	Contents

	Chapter 1









	I

	II

	III


	V

	VI

	VII

	VIII

	IX

	X

	XI

	XII

	XIII

	XIV

	XV

	XVI

	1

	2

	3

	4

	5

	6

	7

	8

	9

	10

	11

	12

	13

	14

	15

	16

	17

	18

	19

	20

	21




















































































































































































































































































INTRODUCTION



In hindsight it seems odd, ridiculous really, that I didn’t see it coming. There were rumors floating around the company about an upcoming round of layoffs. And in the previous six years I had twice been directed to reduce the headcount of my department, but had received no such direction recently.

So on Monday morning when an appointment with HR popped up on my Outlook calendar, scheduled for Friday at 7:30 a.m. (which happened to be the end of the pay period), I thought they were probably executing the layoffs that day, and this meeting was to inform me of the specifics. As a senior director working with numerous business teams I would need to know who was no longer going to be around to interface with my department.

I had a brief moment of paranoia and wondered, could they be letting me go? Not likely, but just in case, should I copy anything I want to retain from my corporate laptop? Should I polish up my résumé and my LinkedIn profile? Naw. I was too deeply involved in so many critical projects. After eight years of solid performance and increasing responsibility, they had invested so much in my professional development, it wouldn’t make business sense to let me go. Seriously. Those were my exact thoughts. Not me. No way.

Way.

At precisely 7:30 a.m. on Friday the HR person showed up at my office along with two unexpected guests: the VP of HR and Lloyd the security guard. Surprised and still a little clueless I joked, “Wow, it can’t be good when HR shows up with security . . . heh, heh . . .”

Stony silence. The VP of HR had a folder of papers. The HR rep bit her lower lip and let me know that she felt my pain as she said, “We’re eliminating your position.” You gotta love Human Resources. They are always there for you. Until they’re not. My head was spinning so I didn’t hear most of what she said, but she took my corporate laptop, then watched carefully as I packed my personal belongings into a box (which they had graciously brought with them). Within twenty minutes I was headed down the elevator with Lloyd the security guard.

Like I said, in hindsight, it seems obvious. There is no question that I should have seen it coming. In fact early in my career I had worked for a company that suddenly went out of business, and I had vowed to never be surprised by a sudden job loss again, so I had always prided myself in having a degree of healthy paranoia. I was always observing how people interacted at work, watching and listening for the “game under the game” as I called it. While it was of course frustrating to be suddenly out of a job, it was even more so because clearly I had not played the game well—I had been played. Of course, even if I had been more aware, it probably wouldn’t have actually changed anything, but I would at least have had more time to prepare and would have felt a little less stupid.

I sat in my car contemplating all of this for a few stunned minutes, then thought that some people with window offices might be staring down at me so I pulled out of the parking lot and drove aimlessly for over an hour, trying to figure out what to say to my wife.

The harsh reality began to sink in. I was now an unemployed senior corporate training leader, the economy was soft, and in the past three months I had talked to three acquaintances who were also corporate training leaders and had been recently laid off. I had felt very sorry for them as we talked about how businesses almost always reduce corporate training headcount when times are tough. They were all struggling to even get interviews, and I knew two of them were much more experienced than I. And now I was about to join them.

It turned out that more than fifty people were laid off that day. We all agreed to stay in touch, help each other, all the things you promise when everyone is nervous about the future. Ninety days later only seventeen of the fifty were reemployed. One senior leader complained about being interviewed by “clueless kids” half his age. It was so embarrassing for him that he had completely given up and decided to retire early even though he couldn’t really afford to. We stopped getting together because it was just too depressing, but we stayed in touch by creating a LinkedIn company “alumni” group. At the end of six months over half of the fifty were reemployed, but most had to accept lower salaries or jobs they really didn’t want.

A few, however, had managed to enhance their careers with increased responsibilities and higher salaries. Thankfully, I was one of those. And here is the kicker: as I kept track of who landed new jobs, I knew these people well, their capabilities, work ethic, and dependability. I knew which of them were great at their jobs and which were, uh, less than great. But actual work performance seemed to have very little connection to how quickly they found new jobs or whether or not they had to accept a lower salary in a tight job market. And as I thought about those who had not been laid off in the first place, many of them were clearly less capable than those who were shown the door. On that fateful day of layoffs, some career trajectories stalled, some flatlined, a few accelerated. And these varying outcomes weren’t correlated with skill, experience, ambition, or hard work. So what was the difference? That’s what this book is about.

Workplace Poker introduces a set of skills, strategies, and insights that can help you accelerate your career beyond the limitations of talent, ambition, and hard work. Of course you have to be good at your job, there is no magic bullet to fix incompetency (except putting in the hard work to develop competency). But in the modern work world just about everyone is “good enough” in terms of work capability and motivation.

While most of our careers have had at least a few stalls from business downturns, failed projects, bad bosses, sudden unemployment, or other difficulties, the uber-successful continue their career acceleration through almost every tough situation. Others may hit speed bumps, but not them. Somehow they nimbly dodge the bullets that hit the rest of us, usually because they are better at playing the game.

If you are talented, ambitious, and hardworking but feel your career just isn’t accelerating as rapidly as it should—or as fast as you would like it to—this book is for you.

If you have been frustrated to see others (less talented, who don’t work as hard as you do) achieve rapid professional progress while your career stalls out—this book is for you.

If you’ve been annoyed by those who are successful primarily because of where they went to school, or family connections, or financial resources—this book is for you.


Please note: If you happen to be one of those with a privileged education or highbrow family connections, or a trust fund, just put this book down (It’s kind of heavy anyway, with lots of those wordy paragraph things, ugh.) and back away. Nothing to see here.



Just to be clear, Workplace Poker is not a compilation of manipulative, conniving, or backstabbing strategies. It is not about pushing others out of the way of your career path. And it is not just a theoretical approach. Workplace Poker is based upon real-world observations and experiences over more than three decades of work in a broad range of businesses. I have had the unique opportunity to meet and work with thousands of people in hundreds of businesses around the world, from Saudi Arabia to Singapore, from Canada and the US to the EU and Australia.

The focus of my workshops and individual coaching has always been practical skill development to enhance one’s career potential. And you will certainly see a fair amount of my workshop and career coaching content in these pages, but what I think you will find most illuminating are the stories and examples of individuals actually applying the techniques, skills and strategies. Plus, a lot of the best content in this book came from them, not me. It has been a real privilege to meet so many uber-successful men and women, and have them gladly share their own ideas and insights.

Unfortunately the really juicy stories of wickedly difficult employment (and sudden unemployment) are often a bit sensitive, and many of the contributors requested anonymity to protect relationships with bosses and coworkers. So I have placed all contributors in my author’s witness protection program. They will recognize themselves, but there are enough adjustments to names, places, and other details to protect the innocent as well as the profoundly guilty.

When I meet someone who has managed to achieve an exceptionally accelerated career trajectory, I often pose this question: “Beyond talent, ambition, and hard work, what’s the secret sauce of your success?”

You will find lots and lots of their “secret sauce” in this book.

You’ll learn how to read people better than a world-class poker player. You’ll learn how to navigate the land mines of office politics and understand the “game under the game” in most organizations. You will come to understand the way uber-successful people react to failure, but we won’t deal with this in a self-helpy “just follow your dreams” way. Instead we will take a hard, deep look at exactly how to react when your career runs up against a brick wall.

You will learn how to effectively promote yourself, to highlight your contributions without seeming to be one of those boastful me-me-me people at work. (God, I hate those people.) Yet if we don’t do a better job of promoting our own contributions, the sad truth is that those people will get more than their fair share of the recognition—and reward. Not anymore, not after you read this book.

This book will help you eliminate blind spots and develop the ability to see around corners. You will be able to identify when and where you have been sabotaging your own career progress. You’ll develop greater emotional resilience while also enhancing your sensitivity to those around you. You’ll learn to make better career-impacting decisions, how to have more energy for the career climb, and how to bounce back when bad things happen.

You’ll even learn how to be more charming at work.

Really.

Throughout the book I will address some of the most common career-stagnating situations and walk you through the application of the core workplace poker skills. We will progress from building self-awareness to developing new capabilities that will help you respond quickly and react productively to difficult situations including:


•      Dealing with a less-than-competent boss.

•      Handling complex office politics.

•      Working with a lot of ambitious people when there are limited opportunities for advancement.

•      Working with a colleague who takes credit for your great work, or blames you for his own mistakes.

•      Reacting when you are suddenly fired or laid off, and how to get back on track as rapidly as possible.

•      Making the best career-accelerating decisions.

•      Recovering from a bad career decision.

•      Recognizing when your career is off track or stagnating, and deciding what to do about it.



This is all very serious stuff, but I have a hard time staying too serious for long periods, so please know in advance that along with the practical skills and informative stories, you’re going to get more than a small helping of snark, cynicism, and borderline inappropriate humor.

I also hate long introductions—so start reading chapter 1—now.





1

Poker on a Unicycle



The most profound business lesson of my life occurred more than twenty years ago, mid-afternoon in a bar near the horse racetrack just north of San Diego. The sun was shining brightly outside but the bar was dimly lit and I was sitting in the darkest corner at a table with six men and two women. Even in the low light I could see the anxiety on their faces.

The company we all worked for had abruptly gone out of business that morning. We showed up for work and the doors were locked. A note taped inside the glass of the front door said the business was shut down. Permanently. This was just before payday, so many of us spent the morning making phone calls, trying to get answers and some assurance that we would receive our final paychecks. Although our frantic calls to the home office went unanswered, a few of us did reach people at some of the other regional offices. But nobody seemed to have the full picture of what was happening. We eventually figured out that about half of the regional offices had been shut down. And the other half had been instructed to operate “business as usual” and minimize contact with anyone from the closed regions. So no one wanted to talk to us. And even if they did, no one knew what was going on. After a tense morning, the bar seemed to be a natural choice for a few of us to gather and try to sort things out.

Final paychecks never arrived. Later we discovered that a year earlier the company had spun off half of their regional offices as a separate business with different owners. These were the offices that had just been abruptly shut down. Some spent years trying to chase down the owners and get the back pay to which they were entitled. As far as I know, none of us ever got a dime.

So our small group sat in the bar for most of the afternoon working through the stages of grief and loss. First denial, with imported beer on tap. “This has got to be a mistake. I can see why they would shut down Austin and Oklahoma City, but San Diego? No way!”

Then anger, with shots of tequila. The agave good stuff. “Those damn kiss asses at corporate are all idiots and the little guys always get screwed!”

Then there was bargaining, with a chaotic mix of gin, whiskey, vodka, and one white wine spritzer. (It was the late eighties, so don’t judge.) “Maybe if we reduce our operating expenses and cut back on overtime we could show them how profitable the business here could be!”

We never really got to the acceptance stage, but I did buy a round of brandy for everyone. That was about the point when Tony walked through the door and up to our table. Someone looked up at him and slurred, “’Bout time . . . you gotta casshh up.”

“Sorry, I can’t,” Tony said. “I’ve got a couple of job interviews this afternoon.”

He stood before us, smiling and upbeat and wearing a nice interview suit. We all stared at him silently, the way you look at a strange animal at the zoo—a striped tapir with one red eye, or an ocelot with five legs. Any decent group of human beings would have felt good for him and given him encouragement. All he got from us was “What the hell?”

Tony had been a telemarketer, relatively low on the corporate totem pole, spending most of his working days in a cubicle talking to prospective customers on the telephone. We didn’t interact with him much at work, but we all liked him. He kept his head down, did his job well, and always seemed to be in a good mood.

He sat down with us and asked the waitress for a glass of ice water. He was annoyingly peppy and pleasant, sipping at his stupid cold water and trying to cheer us up. When someone asked him how he got a job interview so quickly he said, “It wasn’t quick really, these interviews have been in the works for a while.”

“These interviews? Meaning more than one?” I asked.

“Yeah, I’ve got a few solid opportunities in the works. And the one this afternoon is my third at the company, I think they’re going to make me an offer today.”

We all watched as the ocelot grew another leg. “What the hell?” someone said again. It might have been me.

“Come on, you guys,” Tony said. “This couldn’t have been a big surprise to you. The only shocker is that it took this long for them to shut down the business.” He went on to describe things he had seen and heard over the past year that led him to the conclusion our office was doomed along with seven other regional locations. So of course he had started interviewing for a new job many months ago.

Tony seemed to know things he just couldn’t (or shouldn’t) know. Somehow he knew how each of the regional offices ranked in terms of profitability, although this information was tightly protected by the corporate home office. He knew that our region and seven others were actually owned by a separate corporate entity. He knew some of our competitors had heard rumors about how the business might be consolidated and high-value real estate might be sold off because the founder was “cashing out” in advance of an ugly divorce. Tony didn’t have the time to explain how he acquired all of this information because he had to leave for his job interview.

We wished him good luck as he headed off, then proceeded to snidely rip him apart once he was gone. “Who do you suppose he’s screwing at the home office?” someone asked. We continued drinking until happy hour ended and the prices tripled (and there were no more free drinks for the ladies). By then we all agreed that Tony must have done something illegal or unethical to get so much inside information, and while we certainly would have liked to be interviewing for new jobs just as quickly, it was better to have higher standards. Or something stupidly self-righteous like that.

A few weeks later I had lunch with Tony. By then the alcohol had worn off, Tony was happily at work in his new role as a telemarketing manager, and I was sending out tons of résumés to prospective employers. My head was clear—the panic of joblessness will do that for you—and I really wanted to know more about how Tony had seen the troubles coming long before they actually arrived.

We had a lengthy and illuminating conversation, but I’ll give you the short version. Tony wasn’t sleeping with anyone at the home office. He didn’t have unique access to information that any one of us could not also have acquired. But he did pay attention in a way the rest of us didn’t. He noticed things and looked for things the rest of us ignored.

Tony talked to me about his perception of many of those we worked with. He noted their individual communication styles, what seemed to motivate them and how they made decisions.

“Do you ever notice how the district director really chooses his words carefully, while the vice president is more open and willing to just talk with us casually, like a real person?” he asked. I nodded. I really liked the VP’s personality and communication style. “Well, I think it’s because the director really isn’t comfortable giving us false information, so he carefully chooses his words. But the vice president, he’s totally comfortable with just saying whatever he needs to, with a big smile, whether it’s true or not.”

I was surprised that Tony’s take on the two men was so different, and obviously more accurate, than my own. I wondered why a guy who did most of his work in a cubicle, with minimal interaction, had even bothered to think about these things. And beyond the thinking, the fact that he was so discerning, that he was able to see so deeply into the personalities and characteristics of these people, it frankly floored me.

In addition, Tony had carefully observed how our key leaders communicated and interacted with employees, so when they sent out memos, gave speeches, or visited the office to check in on the staff, Tony was reading between the lines, discerning the reality behind the corporate-speak. He wasn’t judgmental or critical as he described this to me. If anything he was flat and unemotional—like a psychologist with a patient on the couch—he just observed carefully and noted their behaviors.

At our last company holiday party Tony noticed that the founder’s wife was absent, while in the past she had been heavily involved in every aspect of planning and was always a significant presence at these events. We were told that she wasn’t feeling well. Tony didn’t buy it, especially after he met the founder’s new lovely young “assistant.”

When a few of our key employees left the company to work for a competitor, Tony maintained friendships with them and was able to stay current with what our competitors were learning and saying about our business. Sometimes competitors know what’s happening within a company long before the employees do.

When our paychecks were suddenly issued by a new bank and the corporate name on the checks was slightly different, the rest of us just shrugged it off as a minor curiosity. Tony, on the other hand, did the research to find out what was behind the change. This led him to understand that the business had been split into two separate corporate entities. Operationally almost nothing had changed, so the rest of us didn’t really notice. But in the end, when we were trying to get our final paychecks, it was a big deal.

The point of sharing these details with you is not to revisit painful events that occurred over twenty years ago. I have a therapist for that. The point is to highlight the huge lesson I received from Tony. His deeper understanding of our work environment allowed him to be better prepared, to plan for and not be ambushed by a sudden turn of events. While most of the rest of us spent many months looking for new jobs (often settling for less than what we really wanted), Tony was able to be proactive and drive his job search from a position of strength. From that day forward I saw the value of Tony’s insight and I began to pay closer attention to the people I worked with.

Over the years I’ve met many more “Tonys” who strive for a deeper understanding of the people with whom they work. They are able to deal more productively with a broad range of individuals, they are able to navigate office politics more effectively, and all of this helps them gain a more accurate and thoughtful perception of the particular corporate culture within which they work. I have come to view this ability—really a set of skills and capabilities—as the single most reliable predictor of one’s career success.

It’s tempting to oversimplify what it takes to read people well. Humans are complex creatures and to truly discern an individual’s motivations, fears, wants, needs, perceptions, habits, and attitudes can seem overwhelming and inherently imperfect. This is why so many people just overlook what’s happening beneath the surface of human actions. It’s easier to just put your head down and focus on doing good work, hoping that will be enough. Often it isn’t.

But the complexity presents an opportunity. This is why jury consultants are highly paid to divine a prospective juror’s mind-set, why successful negotiators focus on psychology as much as deal terms, and why poker players who can read their opponents well are able to win big—sometimes millions of dollars big.

TOUGHER THAN A CARD GAME

The key to poker mastery isn’t reading the cards, it’s reading the people. It can take a lifetime to truly master the ability to recognize the “tells” of other players during a game. But as difficult as it is, poker is relatively easy compared to reading people in your everyday work life.

In a typical poker game everyone has the same objective (to win the most money or poker chips) and there is a specific structure to which everyone adheres. The rules of the game are clear, and as each card hand is dealt there is a common process—everyone places their bets in a predetermined order, etc. The goal in reading the facial expressions and body language of other players is generally to answer one question: To what degree are they bluffing? Cheating may occur, but when it is detected there is generally no question that the cheating was wrong and the punishment should be severe.

In the workplace there is less predictability and much more complexity because humans are intricate emotional and psychological creatures, and each of us has multiple, sometimes contradictory, motivations. In workplace poker the stakes are always high, everyone bluffs on occasion, and cheaters sometimes win. The rules of the game are seldom clear, and can change quickly. It’s like playing poker while riding a unicycle and juggling kittens with one hand.

Rather than just wanting to win the most poker chips, at work a person could easily be motivated to:

[image: images]

There are obvious conflicts between some of these motivations, but that is how most of us are built. We want to do and be and experience many different things, and generally our strongest motivations at any given moment focus on what we are lacking or feel unlikely to achieve. The promotion you are striving for (and unsure of) is a much more dominant motivator than the annual bonus that is almost certain to occur.






We tend to want most that which feels just slightly out of our grasp.







So when you are trying to understand a person’s strongest motivations, ask yourself what it is they seem to want that is just not quite achievable right now. Often these deepest motivations are not openly shared with others. For example:

Highly ambitious people often feign a lack of interest in the career climb (“I have a passion for doing this job well, I’m really not focused on the next one.”) while in fact they are planning their progress like a chess game, always three or four moves in advance. Their most INTENSE desire is the NEXT step up the career ladder.

Those who are paranoid about losing their job or something else of value at work such as status, bonuses, influence, etc. often overcompensate to hide their uncertainty. (“I’m not worried about it at all. Whatever happens, happens.”)

Those who yearn for greater personal recognition often go out of their way to recognize the accomplishments of others. They may appear to downplay any recognition that does come their way (“It wasn’t me really, this was truly a group effort. It’s not about me, it’s about the team.”) when in fact, in terms of their deepest motivation, it’s all about them.

So how do you gain awareness of the internal mind-set of others when their motivations are complex and contradictory, and they are often least likely to be open about the wants/desires/needs that are most important to them?

The first, simplest, and sometimes most difficult step is this: just take the time to pay attention. Seriously. Take—the—time . . . to pay attention.

We are all so busy busy busy with meetings and emails and projects and presentations and so many urgent tasks, who has the time to listen to a colleague and try to discern what’s not being said, or the message under the message? And it’s easy to convince ourselves that we shouldn’t have to try so hard to understand people, they should be trying harder to be understood.

“I don’t have time to ‘read’ people,” a busy finance director once told me. “If they have an opinion, I expect them to share it. If they are too much of a pussy to tell me what they think, it can’t be that important.” Needless to say, he wasn’t especially good at reading people.

The reality is that it doesn’t actually take more time to read people, but it does take more energy (mental and emotional) and it can be frustrating because the outcome is uncertain and there is often no particular “aha!” moment where your objective is achieved. So it can be overwhelming to think that suddenly you are supposed to be a “mind reader” with everyone you meet, and you’ll almost never know how well you are actually doing. But if you choose to ignore this, or adopt a just-do-the-work mentality, you are putting your career progress at risk.





If you don’t read people well, you’re climbing up a wobbly career ladder. Blindfolded.






Ryan Holcombe was a marketing manager at Thane Logistics in Waltham, Massachusetts. No one questioned his work ethic or capabilities, in fact Ryan had become the “go to” person for just about any key marketing project that had to be delivered on a tight budget and short timeline. He was ambitious and assumed that his hard work would lead to a promotion, but he had been passed over twice when new opportunities had become available. In both cases Ryan was told that he was a strong candidate but they had found someone who was a “better fit” for the job requirements. Ryan had really struggled with this, not wanting to be a bad sport and trying hard to see it from their perspective. But he really thought that he was being objective when he saw himself as clearly a better choice for the new position. Both times. Trying to make sense of it was frustrating and distracting. So eventually he would just put his head down and go back to doing his work. To his credit he never let the frustration affect the quality of his work.

When a third opportunity became available Ryan was about to dutifully submit his résumé through the internal application system when a colleague noticed and said, “They’re never going to let you out of this job. It would be too much of a risk.”

The colleague went on to explain that the previous two people who held Ryan’s current position had made serious blunders that cost the company hundreds of thousands of dollars. Ryan was the first person anyone could remember who seemed to have the ability to manage so many fragmented marketing projects at once and always deliver on time, on budget. And Ryan’s current manager had almost lost her job because of the previous failures. So Ryan, because of his excellent performance, had incredible job security. But he was going nowhere at Thane Logistics.

This new information completely changed Ryan’s perspective. It didn’t make him any happier, but finally things made sense. He still wasn’t pleased with the outcomes of the two missed promotions or the reason behind them, but at least he didn’t feel crazy anymore. He could have easily made plans to eventually leave Thane Logistics, but he really liked the company, the culture, it was a convenient commute, and he wanted a long-term career there.

While Ryan had never bothered to think much about “office politics” or the underlying motivations of those he worked with, this experience was almost like flipping a light switch for him. “It was like playing a game of chess,” he says, “and suddenly realizing that there is a whole different game under the game you’re playing.”

Ryan decided that he needed to figure out how to play the “game under the game,” so instead of immediately applying for the third opportunity he began doing his homework on everyone who would be involved in the decision-making process. He talked to others who worked with them closely, and he observed them more carefully in every meeting and in other interactions.

Ryan engaged in a lot of conversations, asked a lot of good questions, and listened carefully for what was being said and what was not being said. Without going into detail regarding everything Ryan did, here is a summary of what he was eventually able to learn:

Yes, his manager was VERY paranoid about Ryan moving out of his current position, but she wasn’t willing to admit it.

In addition, his manager had just had her second child, and the child had serious health issues. So naturally most of her energies were focused on her child, and this made it even more important for her to not “rock the boat” with a staffing change.

His manager was exhausted and stressed out, but working hard to keep all of this hidden. She didn’t want her career at Thane to suffer because she was a “weak link.”

But his manager wasn’t the only roadblock. Ryan came to understand that his ability to “keep the trains running” had some business leaders thinking of him as more of a tactical executor and less of a strategic and innovative thinker.

One of the core skills that Thane business leaders were looking for in every new director-level employee was strategic and innovative thinking. This didn’t appear on the formal job description but it was clearly an important area of focus for them.

So Ryan came to understand that he had two problems to solve:


       1.     Help his manager feel more comfortable with his transition to a new role, and

       2.     Help other Thane Logistics business leaders gain confidence in his strategic and innovative thinking capabilities.



And Ryan’s big “aha!” moment was to realize that he needed to solve problem number two before (or at the same time as) solving problem number one. He could have easily fallen into the trap of just solving the issue with his own manager, then running up against the brick wall of problem number two.

I’ll share with you how it all worked out, but the big lesson for you isn’t in the outcome of this particular story. The big lesson is that without uncovering what was REALLY going on, Ryan would have driven himself crazy trying to solve a problem he didn’t truly understand.






How many career issues have in the past driven you crazy, perhaps because you are trying to solve a problem you really don’t understand?







Ryan worked to gain the trust of his manager enough that she could open up to him a little and share some of her work frustrations. He agreed to take on some of her workload, specifically projects that required him to use his strategic and innovative thinking abilities. He gave her assurance that he wouldn’t “abandon” her, but the conversations also made it clear that she would need to work with him and help him grow, or she would eventually lose him, probably abruptly, to another company. And that would obviously be the worst possible outcome for her own career. He didn’t threaten her, but definitely leveraged her paranoia to his benefit. Ryan’s work on the new projects gave him more “face time” with other Thane Logistics business leaders and eventually led to a promotion. And they all lived happily ever after.

Your own situation may be less complex, or more so. It’s hard to know until you start digging beneath the surface. So let’s assume for a moment you are willing to invest a little more mental and emotional energy into your conversations and other interactions at work. As you begin to do this you’ll want to make sure that your own mind-set is unbiased and neutral.

BE JANE GOODALL

If you are going to delve deeper into the motivations and behavioral tendencies of the people you work with, you have to minimize your own emotional reactions and set aside any and all preconceived notions, judgments, and expectations. This may be harder if you’ve worked with these people for some time, because you’ve already formed opinions about them.

The moment you decide that someone is “nice” or “a jerk” or “passive aggressive” or “fake,” or make any other judgmental assessment, or have an emotional reaction, you minimize your ability to really see that person. Even positive emotions can block your clarity. This is one of the fundamental reasons why most of us don’t really see other people clearly. We make quick judgments or have strong emotional reactions, then become blinded by them.

Highly confident people can be blinded by their certainty that they are impressing those around them. Timid and shy people can be blinded by their concern for what others are thinking about them. You will not be able to accurately observe and assess someone if you are:


•      Impressed

•      Annoyed

•      Intimidated

•      Judgmental

•      Attracted

•      Contemptuous

•      Embarrassed

•      Frustrated

•      Uncertain

•      Turned on



The list could go on, but you get the point. You have to be a dispassionate observer of workplace behavior. Think of yourself as a corporate Jane Goodall, observing the office chimpanzees in their natural habitat. Jane didn’t pass judgment on their behavior, she merely observed. If one chimp constantly picked fights with the others, Jane noted this dutifully in her journals, was curious and attentive, but never with a sense of judgment. Even if a chimp abandoned its baby or killed another in a fit of rage, this was noted objectively without frustration, sorrow, or pity.






In order to really see people you can’t pass judgment when they throw their poop.







Randall Whitcomb was the sales supervisor for a winery just north of Portland, Oregon. He loved his work and liked most of the people he worked with, but his relationship with the general manager, who happened to be the owner’s son, could not have been more difficult. “I was frustrated with him from the beginning, when he dropped out of college and his father decided he needed a job—so he was given the GM position,” Randall said. From his perspective, the owner’s son didn’t like to work, wasn’t particularly bright, and had horrible people skills. But suddenly the son was running the whole winery, and the owner was rarely around.

Almost every evening Randall would go home and recount for his wife something annoying or stupid the owner’s son had done that day. This went on for about six months, and it actually seemed that the son was getting worse at his job as the months passed.

Then the owner suddenly passed away. But Randall learned that it wasn’t sudden at all. The family had known of the cancer for some time. The son had not wanted to drop out of college, but his father had asked him to, wanting to have more time with his son as well as prepare him to run the business. The son had no real interest in the business, but agreed, out of respect for his father. All of these details came out in the months following the funeral.

“Once I understood what was really going on,” Randall says today, “I was a little embarrassed at my reaction. I probably would have figured it out sooner if I hadn’t been so pissed off.” Randall acknowledges that his initial frustration with the owner’s son blinded him somewhat, and prevented him from discerning what was really going on. “You can’t get inside someone else’s head until you get out of your own,” he says.

And he did pay the price for his lack of discernment. His relationship with the owner’s son and other company leaders had become tense and abrasive, and this wasn’t easily healed just because he came to a better understanding of the underlying issues. “I had a lot of fences to mend,” he says. “And it probably set my career back at least a couple of years.”

One of the best ways to read people and minimize your own emotional/judgmental reaction is to be a third party observer rather than engage directly. When you are personally having a conversation with someone it can be very difficult to stay fully engaged while at the same time being somewhat distant and objective. Over time, as your observation skills increase and objectivity becomes your natural state, this will become easier. But as a starting place, you’ll gain much more useful information by stepping back and observing others, rather than engaging with them directly.

BEGIN WITH A BASELINE

Since you are observing people you work with on a regular basis, you should begin with awareness of their typical behaviors in a variety of settings. Your curiosity about these people should be almost obsessive (but no stalking please) as you notice how they speak, how they dress, how they act and interact with others. How they sound, and even how they smell. Over time patterns with each person will emerge and form a “baseline” for future observations. You’ll stay attuned to notice deviations from the baseline, which can be highly illuminating.

One of the best ways to establish a baseline is to observe people in a variety of situations. During meetings, presentations, discussions, etc. you can observe how people communicate, how they dress, how they interact with others, and their general tone or demeanor. Workplace social events often present a fantastic opportunity to “people watch” and observe interactions when everyone is a bit more relaxed. Just noticing who attends, who doesn’t, and who makes an appearance but quickly fades away—all of this can be helpful. Notice who is comfortable sitting with the “powerful,” and who gravitates to the opposite end of the room. Notice who loosens up quickly (and what that behavior looks like) and who stays buttoned up, both literally and figuratively.

You can even establish a baseline for conference calls, emails, and other activities. Some people freely share their thoughts, ideas, and questions during group phone calls, while others tend to hold back unless specifically prompted to contribute. Some people respond quickly to every email while others might take days. Some send out lengthy email messages with an (unrealistic) expectation that most people will actually read their dissertation. While others send out brief one-sentence email blurbs. The point here is to pay attention and recognize the normal day-to-day style of each work colleague so that you can recognize when there is a change from their typical behavior.

As you establish a baseline for each key person you work with, you’ll become more sensitive to those times when they deviate from the baseline. You’ll notice the typically tardy colleague who suddenly starts showing up early for every meeting. You’ll notice the “chatty” coworker who seems unusually quiet. The person whose emails suddenly become short and abrupt, who starts oversharing on conference calls, etc. These deviations from the baseline may or may not have significant meaning, but it is important to recognize them when they occur. And then explore further to ascertain the meaning (or lack thereof).

Derrick Adams was a Starbucks barista who took great pride in his observational skills, far beyond just knowing the first name and typical drink of his regular customers. He noticed how they dressed, their typical mood and personality, eye contact (or lack of it) and anything else that jumped out at him. “At first it was just a way to keep from getting bored,” he says. “But eventually it became really interesting and fun to notice everyone’s typical pattern of behavior, especially when that pattern changed.”

Derrick noticed a pattern change with one of his regular customers who had always ordered a large cappuccino, paid with cash, and always dropped the change in the tip jar. This customer was well dressed, friendly but just a little impatient, always made direct eye contact, and said “thank you” when picking up his drink. This was the baseline behavior, and Derrick noticed a significant change when the customer had not come in for about a week, then came in one morning much later than usual. “Hey, we missed you,” Derrick said cheerfully, but the customer was not amused. He ordered a small coffee and kept the change, and didn’t make eye contact or say anything when picking up his drink order. There was also a definite change in demeanor. “I could tell there was something serious and somber going on with the guy,” Derrick says.

This pattern change continued for several weeks, with the customer’s clothing gradually becoming more and more casual. You have to be careful with assumptions, maybe there was another reason he was ordering smaller drinks and keeping the change, but Derrick had the impression that the guy had lost his job and money was a little tight.

One morning when the customer picked up his drink, Derrick handed him his usual large cappuccino rather than the small coffee he had paid for. Before the customer could react Derrick just smiled and said, “Some mornings a little extra caffeine is a good thing.”

The customer made eye contact (for the first time in weeks), smiled a little, and said “thank you.” In that brief moment there was recognition, appreciation, and a mutual understanding, without having to say anything more. Derrick continued to give this customer the “extra caffeine” every morning, until about a month later when he started ordering his regular large cappuccino again. Nothing was said, but it was clear to Derrick that the employment situation had now changed for the better.

Derrick told me this story several years ago, and today he’s the marketing manager for a large office equipment company. The observational skills he honed as a Starbucks barista have continued to serve him well. “People wonder how I’m able to get stalled projects unstuck, how I avoid a lot of the political land mines in our business, and why I’m leading the department after being here just three years, even though others have a lot more industry experience,” he says. Ultimately Derrick attributes much of his success to his willingness to . . . wait for it . . . take the time . . . to pay attention . . . to the people around him. “It’s second nature to me now, doesn’t take any real effort, but I know it makes all the difference.”

When you first begin focusing on this effort to become more deeply attuned to the people you work with and establish a baseline for each of them, you will probably find that it is easy the first few days, but it’s hard to keep up the level of attention. Many of us are so used to being on “autopilot” in the workplace, not really tuning in to our coworkers, that it is easy to quickly fall back into the old pattern of behavior. Especially when you are overwhelmed with the daily onslaught of work pressures. But if you keep up the effort and push through the initial difficulty it will eventually become one of your natural habits. Remember, you aren’t putting on a mind reading sideshow, so you don’t need to make a snap judgment. All of your observations, over time, will help you establish the baseline.

LOOK FOR EXTREMES

When you are observing people it is often the extremes in their behavior that are the most telling. Look for extremes in clothing, hairstyle, grooming, and the way they dress. Look for extremes in mannerisms, habits, and vocal qualities. If the extremes are clearly intentional (clothing, tattoos, wild hair, choice of car, watch, jewelry, etc.) then this tells you something about the image they wish to project outwardly to the world. A Fortune 500 CEO who intentionally wears a cheap watch is trying to project something to the world, just as much as the down-on-his-luck salesperson who wears a fake Rolex. The person who regularly sends out voluminous emails filled with impenetrable data is projecting something, as is the person who signs off every email with a :)!

But not all behavior extremes are intentional. If someone is highly verbal, or exceptionally quiet, or intensely focused on data rather than people, or in any other way UNINTENTIONALLY extreme, this can also tell you a lot about them, but be careful about making quick assumptions. Every quiet person isn’t shy, every verbal person isn’t outgoing. Everything you observe should be thought of within the context of all the other things you observe before you come to any conclusions.

THE FACE WHISPERS

Our facial expressions, especially our eyes, can communicate—or mask—a great deal of information. Reading the facial expressions of children is easy because their emotions come quickly to the surface as they smile when they’re happy, frown when they’re sad, etc. But by the time we are adults, most of us have acquired the ability and habit (consciously or not) of often masking our true feelings, at least in terms of our overt facial expressions.

Masking our emotions to get along at work, at home, and in social settings isn’t necessarily a bad thing. Sometimes we pretend to be interested, or we laugh at an unfunny joke, or we hide our annoyance behind a bland smile, etc. These gentle deceptions allow us to work effectively with people we might not especially care for (and/or who might not especially care for us). Masking allows us to socialize with strangers and take the time to get to know them before deciding the degree to which we are comfortable being transparent. Masking is in many ways the “social glue” that helps diverse groups of people work together productively. But those who are most productive and effective are able to see through the masks of others.

Of course, most people are not perfect at masking their true feelings and thoughts. The subtle masks we create for one person are often perfectly obvious to others. When you observe a person interacting with someone else, sometimes you’ll be able to detect the mask they’re putting on for the other party. Or when you see someone sitting alone, especially in a crowd or other environment where they are not concerned about being individually observed, they will often drop the mask. Sudden stress or tension or a surprise can also cause the mask to drop away, at least briefly.

As you observe facial expressions, don’t get too caught up in what it means when someone glances downward or sideways, or when their brow furrows, or when they bite their lower lip, or any other specific change—these can have many possible meanings—your purpose is best served by first noticing the facial expression within the context of everything else you are observing, then allow your mind to respond instinctively.
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