Good Planning Can’t Overcome Bad Headwork
How did this happen?

	


by Woodrow H. “Woody” Sears, International School of Management, Vilnius, Lithuania
Thinking clearly often translates as thinking analytically — taking things apart to find their constituent elements and how they hook up. For managers, most analysis involves determining why things didn’t work or happen as planned, or what bosses want when they say, “Take care of this.” Therefore, analytical thinking means looking back (How did this happen?), and looking ahead for likely outcomes and the second- and third-order consequences. Sometimes, follow-on consequences aren’t significant, but ...

Here’s an example: To reduce greenhouse gases, we’re being encouraged to use public transportation. But governments ignored train and bus services in favor of air travel and private cars. So bus and train facilities and equipment were allowed to deteriorate while “serving” no-clout travelers with minimal levels of security and hygiene. “Bus station” still conjures up unsavory images, and most of us stick to our cars despite fuel costs and global warming.

While public transportation services were decaying, Texaco was building customer loyalty by pledging clean restrooms, back when those amenities weren’t usual. How much could it have cost to provide that simple, human courtesy? But that courtesy still is a rare commodity in too many work places. My consulting visits to more than 200 work places led to my employee-toilet test. Few things express management’s real view of employees more clearly, and offer better insight into the follow-on consequences that drive up costs.

Analysis is limited by how one thinks about/values the people or issues involved. If you can’t “see” certain things (such as clean restrooms and their impact on employees), it’s unlikely they will be incorporated in the analyses you perform. The quest for boss-pleasing, cost-reducing outcomes contaminates thinking and causes a de facto blindness. Probably, managers are honest when they admit, “I never even thought about that!”

All data can be “bent” in boss-pleasing ways if there’s pressure to do so; that’s when thinking clearly becomes a conflict of interest. Analysis is more straightforward when standards define performance, but flexible standards allow analyses to support one’s biases. This dynamic, plus another four thinking constraints, effectively block “future vision.” Specifically:

Decision-makers strengthen the status quo to protect prerogatives.

Doing more of the same stuff minimizes risks and expenditures.

Bold visions can’t survive bureaucratic review. 

Imagination is constrained by rewards and punishments.

Consider:
· Why is the #1-selling car in America a Japanese product? 

· How did the American automotive industry lose its way? 

· How will Americans respond to European fuel prices? 

· How did development of alternative fuels and more efficient engines get sidetracked? 

As intelligent consumers, we know “they” didn’t want it. Institutions don’t lose their way, but decision-makers lead them off-course to get short-term profits. Maybe there’s a cultural bias against paying attention to world events and thinking clearly in response to them, but if the pay-off is for quick wins and short-term profits, that’s addictive.

Thinking about analysis where you work, is it done to cover failures rather than to revise procedures?

Is it oriented to assessing blame, rather than examining processes?

Is it used to justify what we did, not to identify optional outcomes?

Does it protect individuals and systems, or highlight potential?

How are performance-improvement suggestions perceived?

What about your thinking habits?

Here’s a small quiz:
	A Quick Self-Examination
(Circle the most accurate response)
1. Doing things differently makes me uncomfortable.
Never Sometimes Usually Most of the time Always
2. I might attract attention to myself, which will put me at risk.
Never Sometimes Usually Most of the time Always
3. I like change. It excites me. It makes me think.
Never Sometimes Usually Most of the time Always
4. My boss frequently frustrates my efforts to try new things.
Never Sometimes Usually Most of the time Always
5. When things go wrong, I get my team together to brainstorm the diagnostic process.
Never Sometimes Usually Most of the time Always
6. Being right in my decisions is more important than getting the best, the quickest, the cheapest results.
Never Sometimes Usually Most of the time Always
7. I really enjoy the analytic process, rooting around to find cause-and-effect relationships.
Never Sometimes Usually Most of the time Always
8. I don’t want to know why it didn’t work. I just want things to work the first time.
Never Sometimes Usually Most of the time Always
9. I am not impressed by people who want to change things just to be doing the same work in a different way.
Never Sometimes Usually Most of the time Always
10. If a better way to do my job was possible, I think someone already would have figured it out.
Never Sometimes Usually Most of the time Always


What’s your thinking style? In your next job interview, what stories will you tell to demonstrate your ability to analyze, think clearly, and take effective action?

Plan Your Work and Work Your Plan
That “golden oldie” of management lore has its counterpoint (and some Eastern European cynicism): If you want to hear God laugh, make a plan! That can’t be a call for laissez faire, hands-off management. Maybe it means that when things change, plans must be changed, too. Otherwise, post-task analysis is meaningless and nothing is ever learned.

A plan that can be inspected while work is in process is a pretty authoritarian, top-down control tool. But how else do you ensure success of the work, those doing it, and confirm the accuracy of your headwork? Well, you can let the workers make the plans, chart progress, and prove their competence as thinkers and planners. Often, they can do it better than their managers!

Thinking clearly about planning must include participative management, and providing operational freedom to others who understand and accept their individual and collective responsibilities. When everyone has the same information and participates in planning, what can go wrong?

Such understandings of role and function don’t rise spontaneously; they are based on conversations that include the entire work group. Co-workers, too, must be thinking clearly about tasks and outcomes and responding to the same imperatives. That’s how strong relationships (teams?) are built.

The most effective control that thinking clearly can provide is a fast feedback system with reporting points negotiated with workers, modified as necessary to provide timely information at appropriate levels of detail. When managers ask, “How’s it going?” the answer needs to be more substantial than “Okay!” What the manager wants is a response with some analyzable metrics, such as, “So far, we’re on schedule and ahead of budget.”

Who would think that the ability to get that answer begins with clean toilets?



Woody Sears has been training managers and leaders since 1967. Tested in more than 200 organizations and presented in more than 100 public seminars, his techniques for resolving organizational conflicts have helped thousands of managers just like you to solve problems, develop employees, and enhance their personal effectiveness.
Early in his career, Woody was lucky to have been accepted as a resource person by Leadership Resources, Inc., one of the early behaviorally oriented consulting firms. That provided opportunities to work with and learn from many of the scholars and consultants who were developing the framework for what subsequently became Human Resource Development. Chief among those mentors was Leonard Nadler, Woody's major professor in the doctoral program at The George Washington University. Professor Nadler coined the term HRD and is the creator of that academic and professional discipline. Those experiences followed a Master's program in change management at N.C. State, and a tour as a Marine officer.

Beyond consulting and presenting public seminars (mostly on project management), Woody has designed customized project management systems for a number of companies and government agencies. Throughout his career, he has worked to simplify essential management information so it's accessible to everyone.

One of the keys to simplification is to generalize, to demonstrate that pay-off behavior at work pays off at home, too; that workers and siblings and your own kids look to you for something, and when you can deliver it, your life becomes simpler and more successful.

What's the "it" others want from you? They want you to lead them to their success, their satisfaction, their security, and to acknowledge their contributions; to confirm them as individuals worthy of self-esteem!

That's all there is to it. There are some tools and techniques that will help you, all of them rooted in management theory, scientifically proven and validated.

That's why this material is important, and why the 2007 Front Line Guide series will be valuable to you. It provides the framework for no-nonsense, adult-to-adult ways to make short-interval training work and to give managers the tools to become conflict-resolving, in-house consultants. If you'd like Woody to share his ideas and experiences directly with your staff, he's just a travel-day away.

Contact him at woodysears@gmail.com or at 370 6 99 26734 in Vilnius.

Dr. Sears’ 2007 book, The Front Line Guide to Thinking Clearly, is available from HRD Press. Contact http://www.hrdpress.com or 800-822-2801. For support in resolving organizational conflicts, contact woodysears@yahoo.com directly. 

