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Introduction

When one of my sons read an early draft of this little book, he was puzzled about the genre and the target audience. Is it business, psychology, religion, or what? Is it intended for a Christian or secular readership? I have to admit that it is even hard for me to pin down. It is a parable, or a series of parables, in that it tells simple fictional stories to illustrate valuable principles. It is about business because it pulls from my experience in business systems analysis, process improvement consulting, and project management with a large corporation and with several large law firms. It is also about improving interpersonal relationships as I have experienced it in a life-changing program developed by a Christian psychologist. 

The unifying theme is that healthy interpersonal relationships are the foundation to releasing productivity and creativity in everyday business and personal life situations. Relationships deal with caring about others and communicating with others, but we can only be truly effective in our relationships when we, ourselves, are emotionally healthy.

This story uncovers not only the power of healthy relationships, but the process of getting there. It is told through the eyes of three different people who are profoundly impacted by the Owner of a tower as he commissions its building, empowers its occupants, and impacts the surrounding community.

Come with me on this business fantasy, and imagine how the world could be changed one tower, one community, and one person at a time.

––––––––

The Tower

PART ONE – The Building

The Builder

I am the Builder. The Owner wants me to construct one of the largest and finest towers ever built. It must be beautiful and yet functional. It will be magnificent. My first task is to find a suitable location. Some who work in the Owner’s organization will want to live near the tower, but many will not; therefore, it should be near transportation facilities and within walking distance of many services. It should have a natural setting that will give the occupants a sense of peacefulness. The site, as well as the tower itself, should express the personality of the Owner. He is a very powerful yet humble man. He has a large organization that he thinks of as an extended family, so he wants to create an environment that will encourage relationships to grow and new ones to form. But the main purpose of the tower is to provide an atmosphere of productivity and learning. Ideally, the site will complement the tower with a careful balance of open spaces and efficient work areas that foster meaningful communication free from distractions. This all sounds wonderful, but how can I accomplish these seemingly contradictory goals? I need expert counsel.

The Consultants

I bring in a renowned Site Consultant. She has performed site analysis and selection for several world-class towers. She wants to understand the Owner’s strategic goals and my project requirements. As she gently probes for information regarding attitudes and preconceived ideas, she determines that we have conflicting internal objectives. She points out that I am more concerned with practical issues of cost, schedule, and risk avoidance, whereas the Owner is more concerned with the overall harmony of function and design. Other key members of our team likewise have competing, or at least inconsistent, goals. She recommends that we work on resolving our internal differences regarding the basic goals and direction of the project first, and then call her back in to help with the site selection. Since she is the expert, I take her advice.  Obviously, I am concerned about the cost and schedule impact of this delay so early in the project; however, my desire to minimize risk prevails, so I bring in a Strategic Planning Consultant to help us develop goals and objectives that are consistent with the Owner’s vision. 

While the new Consultant is quite engaging, it is a slow and painful process.  After several days of intense conversations, we finally realize the value of clarifying our direction. We are quite pleased when we come to an agreement on the general issues of why we are building the tower and how we should go about constructing it. For example, we discover that the Owner’s view of nurturing relationships is a lot deeper and more complex than we thought. It is not just a matter of providing proximity and access among groups that work together, but he wants to encourage relationships to go below the surface and generate high levels of trust. Secondarily, he wants us to create opportunities for spontaneous interactions that can lead to new relationships and insights. Trust is critical for today’s operations, but new insights will help ensure longevity of the organization. As another example, we explore the paradox of facilitating productivity while fostering creativity and continuous learning. We realize that the former results in efficiency, but the latter is needed for long-term effectiveness. This has many implications, the Consultant assures us, that will drive the design of the tower’s interior space.

As the Strategic Planning Consultant helps us clarify our goals and objectives, we begin to understand that this process is not just helping us to locate, design, and build a tower. We immediately see how both the physical site and the building can help achieve the Owner’s organizational vision. But even more importantly, we are deepening our understanding of why we are doing our jobs and how we can work more efficiently and effectively. This leads to many side conversations about improvement opportunities that have nothing to do with the tower. I have a fleeting thought that perhaps the Owner knew this would happen, and that the tower itself is not really the ultimate objective of this expensive and time-consuming project. 

Ok, time to bring back the Site Consultant. She is obviously pleased with our progress and does not seem concerned with the time it took. She says her job will be much easier now. Within a few hours of reviewing our vision, goals, and objectives, she translates these into criteria for the location and characteristics of a building site. She brings in her team to identify potential sites and filter them down to the five most promising ones for our leadership team to evaluate. It is a difficult decision since there are so many factors and trade-offs to consider. With her help, we narrow the field to three locations and begin detailed inspections and evaluations of each. 

At this point, our Marketing Director makes an offhand suggestion that will turn out to be of great importance. He simply says that perhaps we should visit not only with the local governments in each of the areas, but also with prominent architectural and city planning critics from the media. They are surprised at our invitation to participate in the evaluation process as independent observers, but they are not shy about providing input. They have remarkable insight on integrating the sites with the surrounding community with which they are intimately familiar. They even give us ideas on the building and landscape design, especially at the ground level. 

The Architect

After several sessions with the Site Consultant, we eliminate one of the locations based on expected difficulties in working with the local governments, businesses, and community leaders. We decide to bring in our Architect to help with the final site selection from the two remaining candidates. The Architect warns us that this will increase his initial assessment and concept fee since he will have to develop two proposals that could be quite different. We have been learning, however, that it is better to take more time to explore alternatives and focus on what we really need before committing to the entire project.

Sure enough, the Architect consults with a colleague who was able to point out issues with one of the sites that would make the tower much more expensive and would limit the designs he could propose. The area has little-known geological anomalies that would require much larger and deeper piers given the footprint and height of the tower. So with little additional cost, the Architect keeps us from wasting a lot of time and money on site engineering. Instead, we ask the Architect to focus on the one remaining site as the Owner begins the land acquisition process.

Architects are interesting people. They are artistic and creative, yet practical and knowledgeable about everything from building codes to the characteristics of materials and the intricate details of construction. Our Architect is no exception. He relishes the challenge of integrating all aspects of the project. He is impressed that we have identified our vision, strategy, and objectives that are to be complemented by the tower. One example involves a small stream running through the property. The Architect would normally divert it to avoid interference with the tower and construction effort; however, with the Owner’s emphasis on integrating form and function, he recommends preserving the natural flow of the stream and allowing it to dictate the ground level landscaping and foundation footprint. His architectural firm gives him a hard time over this eminently impractical and costly recommendation, but he recognizes the long term value of maintaining the site’s natural and historical features. They nicely complement the Owner’s goals, and send a message of consideration for the community that no amount of PR could convey. 

The Space Designer

The Architect allows the site and the organization’s goals to dictate other features and design concepts. One of the most difficult areas is facilitating the development and maintenance of personal relationships among the occupants. The Architect brings in a specialist to analyze the groups of people and how they interact. This allows areas to be designed to support how the employees function, and to place them in proximity based on the expected strengths of their interactions with one another. This is fairly easy to do on a floor with a combination of open spaces, private and semi-private offices, and flexible workstations; however, the degree of relationships and interactions envisioned by the Owner is much more extensive than the Architect has encountered in past assignments. He has to find a way to overcome the separation of floors from one another.  

In another example of insight gained through seemingly random connections, the solution to the problem of separation comes from a fish aquarium. The Space Designer, sitting in a dentist’s office, observes an aquarium and notices the freedom of the fish to move in all dimensions. He wishes he could design such a space for people inside tall buildings, if only there was some way to effortlessly swim like a fish, moving up and down as well as forward and backward.  Up until this point, the only way vertical motion for people has been achieved is through stairs (requiring great physical effort), or escalators and elevators (which must be located sparingly due to their great cost and electro-mechanical requirements). What is needed is some buoyant force that is ubiquitous, easy to tap into, and requires only small, incremental energy expenditure, such as a personal elevator without the mechanical trappings. 

The answer begins to materialize in his mind. The Space Designer envisions smaller versions of an elevator, using transparent tubes with magnetic propulsion that are distributed throughout a floor. One to three people could step into a small cylindrical pod that immediately rises or falls at the push of a button. Most “tubels” would extend through at least 3 floors, but some as many as 5 or 7 floors. Thus, people could be no more than a few seconds from the people above and below them. This extends the opportunities for enhancing relationships by at least a factor of 3. It also could reduce the number of traditional elevators.

Of course, the only problem with this idea is that “tubels” don’t exist! But that doesn’t deter the Space Designer. He convinces the Architect to reserve parts of a few floors where such devices could be installed at a later time, after the details of design and construction could be worked out. He further identifies several large groups that have occasional, but important, need for interaction, and positions them in three contiguous floors. The Architect then catches the creative spark and designs two experimental tubes spanning the three floors that are connected with an old-fashioned vertical conveyor loop belt with small platforms every 8 feet. An adventurous person could step on one of the platforms and be on the floor above or below in 10 seconds. Not very elegant, and a bit of a physical challenge, but it soon becomes the talk of the organization.  Many group leaders lobby the Space Designer to assign the space to them. The demand is so great that the Architect provides several more “loopels” throughout the tower. The groups that would eventually occupy those floors begin to call themselves the “firemen” or the “miners,” with double meanings referring to troubleshooters and analysts.  An unexpected result of this old-fashioned innovation is that the groups find more reasons to visit one another, even before occupying the building, and their interactions provide many new ideas for products and process improvements.

The Creativity Effect

When others see that the Architect and Space Designer are able to implement what seems like a wild notion, other ideas begin to emerge. Groups like IT, Sales, and Product Design, who often work in project teams, ask for creative facilities that will enhance the ability of such teams to assemble on a moment’s notice in a space that has all of the audio/visual, computer, and networking tools they need. One suggestion given is to create a menu of configurable displays made up of multiple touchscreens of various sizes. The Architect and Space Designer find cost-effective ways to implement these requests. They go even further by designing seating and work surfaces that are also easily reconfigured to accommodate the need for more people, or for more room to spread out papers and models. The assembly area furniture is custom developed to snap together like interlocking toys on the sides, but with legs that unfold from underneath as needed. 

Once the creative juices of the Architect, Space Designer, and others begin to flow and are given liberty to influence the tower design, the floodgates of inspiration open.
OEBPS/images/cover.jpg





