Just Between You

Both boss and subordinate might
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By R. WAYNE BOSS

ttempts at resolving organizational
conflict stretch from one extreme
to the other. The evolution stra-
tegy of nonintervention isas ineffectiveas
its opposite, the revolution strategy, which
proposes disruptive activities to effect
drastic change. Somewhere in the middle
lies the happy median that proponents of
organization development feel most com-
fortablewith: supportive confrontation. In
adherence to this strategy, problems are
confronted and resolved in a supportive at-
mosphere; goals are clarified and neces-
sary changes are suggested in a climate of
cooperation and trust. As aresult, person-
nel are effective and efficient in accom-
plishing organizational goals.
A possible vehicle for helping employ-
ees develop supportive-confrontation skills
is the personal management interview. It
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M J vJcIC!? cringe at the thought of regular
meetings between the two. But a study on biweekly personal interviews shows
that sueh meetings may be quite productive

expectations the two parties have of one
another. (These expectations are in addi-
tion to those specified in the formal job
description.) The participants explore
each other's expectations and what each
party is willing to deliver. The meeting
literally provides the two with an oppor-
tunity to negotiate their organizational
roles. When participants disagree about
their roles, they negotiate the differences
until they reach a solution satisfactory to
both. The items that are clearly nonnego-
tiable are identified, and the rationale for
each item isexplained. These proceedings
create the informal job description for each
person.

The details of each role negotiation are
discussed later with other members of the
department. Plus, copies of the proceed-
ings are distributed to ensure that each

The participants explore each other's expectations and what
each party is willing to deliver
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isaprivate meeting held regularly between
a supervisor and each of his or her im-
mediate subordinates.

This follows an initial role-negotiation
meeting between supervisor and subordi-
nate. The role-negotiation session typical-
ly takes one hour and deals with specific
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person understands fully what the super-
visor expects from other department
members.

Once the role negotiations are com-
plete, regular personal management inter-
views are held. These meetings are week-
ly, biweekly or monthly, depending on the
need, and normally last from 30 minutes
to an hour. The major objectives are to im-
prove communication between supervisor
and subordinate, resolve problems and in-
crease the subordinate's accountability.

On the surface, these goals appear con-
trary to team-effectivenessgoals; the inter-
view promotes one-to-one behavior with
the leader, while team effectiveness

depends on the entire group. A quality
relationship between the leader and each
subordinate, however, is the key to a pro-
ductive team. A healthy relationship with
ones supervisor is more important to
work-group success than a healthy rela-
tionship with one's peers. In fact, it isdif-
ficult, if not impossible, to resolve prob-
lems with peers effectively until the prob-
lems are resolved with the supervisor.
Thus, the personal management interview
offers a structured opportunity for main-
taining healthy supervisor-subordinate
relationships.

During the first few minutes of each per-
sonal management interview, the partici-
pants review the assignments planned at
the previous session. Although the format
for the remainder of the meeting varies,
each interview includes the following:
¢ Discussion of administrative or
organizational problems currently faced
and suggestions for resolutions;
¢ Resolution of interpersonal problems
between supervisor and subordinate
(Problems are dealt with early, before they
fester and create further difficulties.);

« Discussion of personal problems faced
by either party;

¢ Identification of individual and organi-
zational needs;

¢ Training in administrative and manage-
ment skills (A major problem in most
organizations is that people are promoted
to supervisory positions because of tech-
nical expertise, rather than managerial
ability. Through personal management in-
terviews, subordinates can learn the skills
necessary to prepare them for
promotion.);

¢ Information sharing to bring both par-
ties up to date on happenings in the
organization;
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Table 1 —Participating Organizations in Personal Management Study

Biweekly
Description of Organization Size Interviews?

1. Department of State Government 55 Yes
2. Private-Sector Planning Organization 34 Yes
3. Private-Sector Scientific Research and Development

Company 10 Yes
4. Private Nonprofit Hospital 275 Yes
5. Comparison Group: Department of State Government 115 No

¢ Goal setting by the subordinate, both
on a short- and long-term basis;

¢ Review of the action items generated
during the meeting (This ensures that par-
ticipants clearly understand their assign-
ments. Later, one participant writes up the
action items and gives acopy to the other
person.).

Interviews in action

A study of personal management inter-
views was conducted with 489 profes-
sionals from five public and private
organizations (see Table I). The com-
parison group was made up of 115 people
who work in the same geographical region
as the participants from organizations 1, 2
and 3. No interviews took place in the
comparison group during the one year be-
tween data collections.

All members of organization 1through
4 had atwo-hour training session on the
purpose of personal management inter-
views. results that could be expected and
suggestions for making the meetings pro-
ductive. Afterwords, the interviews were
implemented, beginning with the CEO
and his or her immediate staff, then down
the organization through natural teams or
family groups. Participation was voluntary,
but al members of each organization got
involved within two months of the initial
training sessions.

The instrument used to measure the ef-
fectiveness of the interviews was Likert's
Profile of Organizational and Performance
Characteristics.' The Liken Profileiscom-
posed of 18 items designed to measure or-
ganization climate. Each item is repre-
sented by a 20-point scale and describes
four systems of organization. Participants
mark the position on the continuum that
best describes their organizations at the
present time. The six dimensions of the
Likert Profile are leadership, motivation,
communication, decision making, goal
setting and control. In al cases the
responses are coded uniformly so that
scores run from 1(an extremely exploita-

tive, coercive, authoritarian rating) to 20
(an extremely participative, group-based
rating).

Data from organizations 1, 2 and 3 were
gathered three times: prior to implemen-
tation of the interviews, after a one-year in-
terval and after a two-year interval. Data
from organization 4 and the comparison
group were collected at the beginning of the
project and one year later. All data were
analyzed via t test (student's t, based on
matched or paired samples), and levels of
significance were based on comparison
with the "before" scores. The analyst was
not involved in implementing the interviews.

Figure 1shows the Likert Profileresults.
(The data represent averages of the com-
bined group scores in each organization.
In no situation did scores for individual
variables differ from the trends illustrated.)
The scores for organizations 1through 4
show significant improvement one year
after implementing regular interviews.
The scores also show that level of im-
provement either was maintained or im-
proved for organizations 1, 2 and 3 during
the second vear. In contrast, the scores for

Another factor: Although no formal in-
terventions aside from the interviews took
place in any of the organizations, it may be
that changes in the environment produced
the positive results. The likelihood of this
appears slim; but given the results for the
comparison group and the fact that orga-
nization 4 is in a different geographical
region than organizations 1through 3, the
possibility of environmental changes
exists.

A fourth factor is the size of the organi-
zation. It may significantly affect the
degree to which personal management in-
terviews can be effective. The organiza-
tions ranged in size from 10 to 275
employees. The potential for generalizing
these results for larger organizations is
limited.

In spite of these limitations, study par-
ticipants consistently reported several
benefits of the interviews. They said the
interviews were effective for holding per-
sonnel accountable. Although it's one of
their responsibilities, few supervisors
know how to hold their people account-
able without appearing to be the "bad guy."
Few have the supportive-confrontation
skills necessary to instill accountability in
an educational and motivating manner.
The assignment-review aspect of the inter-
views ensured that both supervisor and
subordinate were held accountable for ful-
filling responsibilities on aregular basis. As
a result, completion of assignments in-
creased significantly. Thus, experience
with the interviews supports the notion
that when results are measured, produc-
tivity improves; and when results are
measured and reported back, productivi-
ty increases at an accelerated rate.

A healthy relationship with one's supervisor is more

important to work-group success than a healthy relationship

with on€'s peers

the comparison group, which did not im-
plement interviews, show a slight decrease
over the one-year period.

The study data suggest that regular per-
sonal management interviews can have a
positive impact on organization climate.
However, a number of factors should be
considered in evaluating these results.
First, the results may be peculiar to the
organizations selected for this study; even
with using a comparison group this still is
apossibility. Second, participants were not
selected at random. Therefore, the results
may be due to selection treatment, rather
than the interviews.
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Increased accountability made it easier
for participants to administer discipline.
All action items were documented, so
competent and responsible people got
noticed immediately. The records of those
who did not measure up were equally ap-
parent; and because the facts were avail-
able to all parties, the failures were pain-
fully obvious. In some cases, people
lacked the skills necessary to do the job.
Others had talent but were in the wrong
job. Still others had been hiding in the
organization and needed to be replaced.

The interviews proved particularly help-
ful to two groups of people: those with dif-
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Figure 1—Average Responses on the Likert Profile, With and
Without Implementing Personal Management Interviews (PMI)

BEFORE

D (Before, 1 year after, and 2 years after with PMI; Public Agency; n =55)
«(Before, 1 year after, and 2 years after with PMI; Private Planning Organiza-

tion; n=34)

® (Before, 1 year after, and 2 years after with PMI; R&D Company; n = 10)
« (Before and 1 year after with PMI; Hospital; n = 275)
[0 (Before and 1 year after without PMI; Comparison Group; n=115)
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ficulty in dealing with accountabilicy and
those with difficulty in dealing with certain
issues at regular staff meetings.

The improved accountability helped in-
crease the effectiveness of group-based
decision making. One of the major diffi-
culties with participative management is
that most people want an opportunity to
influence decisions that affect them, but
few want the responsibility thar comes
with that participation. Effective personal
management interviews make it almost
impossible to avoid those responsibilities.

Also reported as a benefit was the regu-
lar contact between supervisor and subor-
dinate. A major complaint of most person-
nel in this study was lack of contact with
their immediate supervisor, given the dif-
ferences in schedules and the demands on
their leader’s time. The interviews guar-
anteed subordinates access to their super-
visor for at least one uninterrupted hour
every two weeks.

Participants cited not just increased
quantity but improved quality of super-
visor-subordinate communication as a
benefit. They consistently reported get-

ting more work done in less time than they
had ever thought possible.

The trust level between supervisor and
subordinate also improved, they said. The
importance of this finding cannot be over-
emphasized; trust is second only to finan-
cial stability as the most important variable
in determining organizational health and
productivity.

Supervisors in organizations 1 through
4 reported that regular personal manage-
ment interviews saved time, Most of them
initially resisted the idea, complaining that
they didn't have time for private meetings
with subordinates—the subordinates al-
ready took too much time as it was. After
implementing the interviews, however,
supervisors reported that they actually
spent less time with their people, and the
quality of the time spent improved sub-
stantially. A major timesaver was the
decrease by as much as 80 percent in the
number of unnecessary interruptions.
People held nonemergency items until the
regularly scheduled meeting. Also, certain
subordinates—those who formerly felt
uncertain about their personal relation-

ships with their supervisors—found no fur-
ther need to use interruptions to “test the
water” and determine whether problems
existed. The motivation for such interrup-
tions disappeared as interpersonal trust
and quality of communication improved.

Participants also reported thar the qual-
ity of their weekly staff meetings improved
substantially. Content analysis of these
meetings originally showed that the major-
ity of the time (in some cases as much as
90 percent) was spent on information ex-
change between the supervisor and indi-
vidual subordinates. The personal man-
agement interviews provided time for
these one-to-one issues to be addressed,
so staff meetings could concentrate on
matters involving the entire staff,

Participants said the interviews helpd
them deal with problems, and that ad-
dressing conflict regularly prevented prob-
lems from growing,

The regular feedback that participants
received on strengths and weaknesses
proved helpful, wo. The feedback was
used to make mid-course corrections, im-
prove behavior and make certain that
subordinates were on the right track.

Last, the interviews served as a vehicle
for effecting and managing change. They
enhanced the opportunities for effective
communication and problem resolution,
which provided fertile ground for change
to take place. In addition, they ensured
constant contact and reinforcement,
which are critical in sustaining positive
change.

Before you begin

Several conditions must exist for the
personal management interview to be
effective. The first is a supportive and
trusting environment conducive to sup-
portive confrontation. The supervisor is
the person most responsible for establish-
ing that environment; the importance of
his or her supportive attitude cannot be
overstated. Without it, the interviews can
result in a higher level of autocratic con-
trol and adverse relationships. The inter-
views provide a classic opportunity for
power-hungry leaders to take advantage of
subordinates’ increased vulnerability and
to punish them for mistakes. If this occurs,
the personal management interview can
become a highly destructive force in the
organization,

The interviews must be held on a regu-
lar basis, and the time spent must be free
of interruptions. This is important for two
reasons. First, the employee feels less im-
portant when the supervisor responds to
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an unknown caller instead of concentrat-
ing on the meeting. Second, it takes twice
as long to overcome an interruption than
it does to endure one.

Both parties must prepare for the meet-
ing by creating an agenda. Without ad-
vance preparation, the interview may
become nothing more than arap session.

Another condition isnot necessary, but
isrecommended. The meeting runs more
smoothly when a trusted third party
whose only responsibility isto take notes
and record action is present. When highly
personal or confidential information must
be addressed, the third party is excused.
Using such a person is a luxury in most
organizations—a luxury that none of the
organizations in the study had. Nonethe-
less, a third party to do the reporting
dramatically increases the amount ac-
complished in the interview. Supervisor
and subordinate are free to discuss prob-
lems without being hampered by note
taking.

Leaders must be willing to hold subor-
dinates accountable and ask the difficult
"why" questions when assignments are not
completed. More importantly, however,
they must hold themselves accountable—
they must be willing to share power with
the subordinates—because the
also have assignments
regularly.

The interview format must be flexible,

leaders
to complete

both in frequency and content. Leaders
should seek input from subordinates to
determine how the interviews can be most
productive. For example, a new employee
who works closely with a supervisor may
need to meet weekly, while a more exper-
ienced employee who works independent-
ly may need to meet only once a month.
Further, a supervisor may spend an entire
session helping a subordinate resolve an
organizational problem, but spend another
employee's interview resolving apersonal
conflict.

Leaders must be willing to listen to their
people, both at the intellectual and emo-
tional levels, and to respond intelligently.
Some problems require nothing more than
a listener; others require immediate action.

Finally, leaders must be willing to em-
pathize with and feel a certain amount of
love for their people. In the organization
sense, that may sound too impractical and
sentimental. More appropriate terms may
be "concern," "care" or "sincere interest."
These are variations of love, and their
power is strong. People will do positive
things because of love that they will do for
no other reason.

The results of this study may be unique

to the participants, which limits the degree
to which the findings can be generalized.
Further, the results should not lead readers
to assume that regular personal manage-
ment interviews will be the answer to al
their problems; such is simply not the
case. The interview is a tool with both
strengths and limitations.

More research must be done before the
interview's effectiveness can be ascer-
tained. Future studies should focuson its
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