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Creating Solid Work Partnerships Out of Dotted-Line Reporting Relationships
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This situation describes reality for so many of us. Is it practical to assume that everyone we encounter is a reasonable, rationale, decent person that is even remotely invested in seeing things through the eyes of others? Joseph Grenny, one of the authors of Crucial Conversations states: “I’ve been asked many times if our fundamental assumption is that people have good motives and that if they are just made to feel safe, crucial conversations will improve”.

Frankly, the basic premise for effective use of these skills is that other people are much like you and me— serving up a mixture of life-serving motives and some selfish motives. Even so, what should you do if you’ve concluded the other person has purely selfish motives and has no interest in entertaining a path of mutual partnership or even civility? How can you talk to someone who either doesn’t care about your interests or is intent on purging you from their existence? Am I overstating things here? If so than my advice should really help you find mutual purpose with your curmudgeon.
First, ask for the other person's permission to talk about your concern. Our experience suggests that most folks do not see themselves as having bad motives. Most people feel fully justified in their motives, so your feedback—even if presented with the utmost of respect—may come face-to-face with their need to justify their questionable behavior. Share your positive intent in a way that provides them with a reason to talk. Next respectfully ask for their willingness to participate. 

Second, demonstrate appropriate tentativeness in your interpretations and conclusions. Remember, you do not have a patent on the truth. You cannot be certain of the other person’s intentions—you can only postulate them from your experience. Do not make the mistake of sharing your stories or inferences as fact. Be honest in how you describe your concerns by acknowledging that these are conclusions you have drawn from the limited facts that you possess.

Putting these first two steps together, you might say something like the following:

“Can I talk with you about a concern that I have about our last conversation? I do not want to suggest that I have all the answers or that policy and procedures are king. I do want to talk about ways that I can support you in your management of your team in a way that you feel offers added-value while also leveraging effective use of policy. I am beginning to find myself avoiding you and your unit’s issues. There are indications that this may already be affecting morale, productivity and this unit’s reputation. May I talk with you about it?"

If you gain the other person’s consent to the conversation, your third step is to lay out the facts. Take care to eliminate any judgmental and “hot” language—just share the facts. For example:

“When I spoke to you on Monday about your employee contacting me directly despite your mandate that they not speak with us about their “unfounded grievance” you responded by telling me that “You don’t need interference from HR and that your business is your business!” When I attempted to explain what actually happened when the call came into me you interrupted me and said, “Just butt out!”
At this point it is essential to confidently state your conclusion or concern. Insure that you do so with respect and humility, and encourage your Operations Manager to engage in the conversation.

“When issues make their way to me I always want to feel comfortable bringing them to your attention. I would like to establish a trust with you where you give me the benefit of the doubt before ending the dialogue. I worry that you might think that threats or intimidation are the only way to attain the kind of partnership you desire with me and our department. Can you see how the facts I’ve shared make it hard to conclude otherwise? What am I missing here?”

If, as you draw deeper into the dialogue, mutual purpose seems to falter or become less clear you should restate your concern and reengage their commitment to brainstorming solutions around your jointly held purpose of effective partnering and policy adherence.
Best wishes on this one!
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