N E W S

L ETTER

After the
Teambuilding

July/August 2001

Contents

TheBlame Game
Stoppingthecycle

What can | do?

Themost important thing!

B

After the Teambuilding
Jennifer Guy

Jennifer GuyisaManage-
ment Consultant specializing
inmanaging change She
provides executive coaching
and project management
training and customized
programstailored tothe
specific needsof agroup.
Guy livesand worksin
Princeton, NJ, and can be
reached at 609-921-3139 or
at jguy@jenniferguy.com.
For additional copies of
After the Teambuilding
pleasecall, email or writeto
261 Moore Street, Princeton,
NJ 08540,
or visit www.jenniferguy.com.
©2001 Jennifer Guy

Tips for Maximizing Change Efforts

The Blame Game:
A Lose-Lose Proposition

Alice Morton wasin a quandary about what
to do. All of her training in managing people,
projectsand research hadn’t prepared her for her
current situation. She was presented with what
seemed to bea simplejob: to facilitate a meeting
withacross-section of theentiredepartment. She
was supposed to bring peopleto consensuson the
intended results of a project.

It shouldn’t beterribly difficult, except the per-
sonalitiesin the department seemed to be con-
stantly at oddswith each other. It seemed that no
matter what happened, someone got upset, put-
off, or angry. It was a no-win situation to try to
wor k with thesefolks. Small groups of peoplegot
together after meetingsand gossi ped about other
groups. Peoplewere pressured into taking sides.
It was enervating to say theleast and destructive
tothedepartment’ sgoals.

“Didyou hear what she said!” wasthe most
common comment after ameeting. “ Isn’tthat just
likeher?” “It'shisfaultthat...” areothers. Each
person was categorized asbelonging to onefac-
tion or another and each faction was blamed by
another for all theillsof the department.

Sowhereisthe VP inall this? It dependson
who getsto his office first and which faction he
identifieswith. Drawn into the gossip and back-
biting, the VP only perpetuates the problem by
listening to issues asthey are presented by one
group against another. The VP doesn’t seethesitu-
ation clearly (who can?) andistrying hisbest to
remedy it by attributing the problemsto onegroup
andtryingtofixthem.

Situationslike thiscome up every day. Every-
where in corporate America, people are blaming
others for how things turn out. There are other
organizational disabilities, but thisoneisakiller.
It erodestrust, creates silos and factions, imparts

an atmosphere of secrets, backbiting and closed
door policies, and engenders turf wars. The
Blame Gameactually turnspeopl eagainst each
other. It cheapensyour organization and makes
it less effective. And we are al pawns in this
game.

Let’'s get one thing straight. It takes two to
tango and two to play the blame game.

A friend of minewon't accept that. He just
came through a divorce, a blame game if ever
there was one, and heis positive he did every-
thing he could to make it work. ItisHER fault
for sure. But for every domineering spouse,
thereisthedoormat spouse. For every acohoalic,
there isthe enabler. For every whiner, thereis
an accomodator. For every philanderer, there
is the long-sufferer. And not one thinks he or
sheis playing the game.

But it doestaketwototango. Assuming that
one person or group isthe solereason that prob-
lemsexistisabig mistake. Both sidesare AL -
WAY S complicit.

The Blame Game
What are the components of this game?

1) The modern-day “fight or flight” re-
sponse. Two hundred years ago, we needed
weapons or to befleet of foot to surviveinthe
hunter/gatherer culture. Today, we have differ-
ent things to protect. Our empires, our reputa-
tions, our positions, our dominancein agroup.
And we have different toolswith which to pro-
tect them. We use clever language, put-downs,
withholding communication, and pulling rank.

2) Someonewho threatens. Asidefromthe
“your money or your lifel” eventsinwhich there
isan actual threat of bodily harm, mostly it is
our opinions, rights and judgements that are
threatened. If you voice an opinion which is
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ignored, if you are treated with prejudice,
or if someone goes around you to get one
of your decisions changed, you are likely
tofed threatened. Y our career, your project
or your position might be at stake.

3) The cycle. This is the most impor-
tant part of the blame game because it is
where you can stop it. Here is the cycle:
Something happens. A blames B for it. B

Do you need some help with a touchy
situation? Call 609-921-3139 for a free
1/2-hour coaching session.

blames A (or C) for it. Animosity is cre-
ated. Something else happens. A blamesB,
B blames A.and so on. After atime, A is
blaming B and vice versa before anything
happens. They presume the outcome and
assign blame. While this is going on, ev-
eryoneinvolved looksfor evidence support-
ing hisor her side of thestory, ignoring the
rest. Never isthe other side of the story pre-
sented, and those who agree on one story
are called “friends’.

The worst part of this whole cycle is
that everyone feels perfectly justified in
doingit. Everyonefeelsasif someoneelse
isto blame. Nobody says“How did | con-
tributeto this?’ But, make no mistake, even
the observersplay thegamewhenthey don't
intervene in thiskind of situation.

As a consultant | see it all the time-
people frustrated by how everyone elsein
their groupiseither self-absorbed or Soppy.
When | interviewed one such organization,
each group was complaining about how
they were thwarted by other groups not
doing their jobs. It was so bad that each
group expected below par work from the
others. Each group was pointing fingers at
other groups and nobody was talking about
how they could improve their own work.

Stopping The Cycle

Anywhere in the cycle you can stop it.
But firgt, it is imperative that you under-
stand a few things.

Nothing isactually true. Y ouinterpret
events that happen through afilter of your
own. People believe that what they see or
their interpretations of what they seeiscor-
rect. But eye-witnesstestimony to the same
accident has been shown to be wildly con-
flicting. Arepeoplelying?No, each person

isinterpreting data through his or her own
filtersand from hisor her own perspective?

We add meaning. Not only do we see
thingsdifferently, but we also presumewhat
these things mean. And then we justify our
reaction to them because of the meaning
we have added.

Blameand true communication are mu-
tually exclusive. If peoplearelistening care-
fully to each other and making sure they
really understand what the other personis
saying, it is hard to get enmeshed in the
cycle.

We are never going to change, redly.
We will dways be human beings which
meanswe will always have our own filters,
interpretationsand predispositions. Ask any
group of peopleif thisistrue and they will
nod knowingly. But even so, when those
same peoplearethreatened, their filtersand
interpretations and predispositions come
into play. They jump to conclusionsand try
to get everyone to agree with them. Given
the automatic nature of this reflex, the
blame gameis hard to short circuit. Every-
one in the department is part of the prob-
lem. Thosewho alow ittogoonarejust as
culpable as anyone.

What Can | Do?

To be the person who makes a differ-
ence, you need to first be clear that it is
difficult, but not impossible, to be part of
the culture and fight it at the sametime. It
is much smarter to get someone from the
outside to help you. That way you have
someone who can see the mechanisms at
play without getting swept up in them.

But a consultant can’t be there all the
time. For thosetimeshereare somesimple
tools that can help you stop the cycle and
get back in action.

1) Figure out what result you are trying to
producewith your comments or responses.

Areyou trying to get back at someone? Are
you trying to clarify something? Are you
trying to show how smart you are?
2) Make your thinking and reasoning more
visibleto othersby responding to questions
and resistance by “walking back” fromyour
statement to the assumptions that helped
you to the conclusion you have drawn.
“ Let meexplainwhy | said what | said,” or

“We have differing opinionshere, let metell
youwhat mineisbasedon.” or “ Thisiswhat

1 Peter Senge’ s The Ladder of Inference. TheFifth
Discipline Fieldbook.

| am trying to do with this response.”

3) Inquire into others' thinking and rea-
soning. Commentsthat arelikely tobemis-
interpreted can be made clearer.
“That comment could be taken different
ways. Could you explain it more
thoroughly?” or “1’m not sure how that
related to what we are discussing. Am |
missing something?”
4) Answer the question that isbeing asked,
not the one that is being implied.

Don't add a layer of interpretation on
potentially difficult situations. When
someone asks “ Why?” Tell them why.
(Don't answer what you think they are
asking.) For example, if you areasked “ Why
didn’t you do this?” You tell them why you
didn’t doit. Don’t add meaning. Mostly, they
will then ask the question they really want
the answer to. By answering exactly what
they asked, you begin to cut through the
layers of innuendo and double-speak.

5) Repeat questions and understand them

beforeyou respond. Repesat the answers, too
Repeating questions makes ensuresthat the
guestioner knows you understand him or
her. Don't answer until you agree on the
guestion. Repeating answers is just as
useful. Thistechnique is useful with groups
and in one-on-one interactions..

Thesetoolscan be practiced. Y ou know
what the divisive issues are. You can pre-
dict who isgoing to get upset in ameeting.
Y ou know when difficultieswill arise. Prac-
tice defusing theissuesin a controlled en-
vironment (e.g., a meeting that you have
plenty of time to prepare for or a one-on-
one conversation rather than a meeting of
a large group). After a time, you will be
more comfortablewith thesetechniques, but
even when you are anovice, they can make
adifference.

The Most Important Thing!

Have a generous nature. Nobody will
ever understand the kind of stress your
whole department is under, but somebody
must put their personal stressesasidesothe
department can beginto digitself out of its
predicament.

Don't blame peoplefor being pulledinto
the Blame Game. Have compassion for the
fact that they are swept up in it. Use your
perspectiveto get peopleto communicate.

Wholesale culture changeisvery diffi-
cult, but you can affect small-scale change
one meeting at atime. Good luck!




