[image: image1.jpg]



PETER SCOTT CONSULTING

Briefing Note – March 2006                          











Unblocking the uncooperative partner 

How do you build trust with someone who is uncooperative?

This is a challenging and increasingly serious issue on which a number of clients have recently consulted us.  

How can you unblock the mind-set of an uncooperative Partner?
If you are, for example, a newly appointed managing partner, you will most likely be looking at every aspect of your firm and challenging the way things are done:

· Why do we work in this outmoded fashion?

· Why do we continue to do this unprofitable work?

· Why do we continue to accept low standards and levels of performance?

· What are we going to do about it? 

A new managing partner in a firm can easily misread the current attitude and knowledge base of the organisation and push for change at such a rate that fosters resentment and opposition. 

You may try to introduce ideas that could really make a difference to the efficiency and profitability of your firm, but you hit a solid wall of resistance. In particular, one pivotal partner is not happy with the tone or pace of change that you are proposing. Your plan, to you and your team, seems totally logical and relatively risk-free, but this particular partner just doesn’t seem to ‘get it’. You have hit a seemingly impenetrable obstacle? But is it? 

How can you go about unblocking the mind of this partner?

The method that we have found most often successful is to tackle the problem head on by building TRUST with the dissociated individual.

How should this be approached?

Choose your words with precision

It’s not a time to be walking on eggshells. It’s not a time to skirt around the real issues. It IS the time to be mindful of the words you use to gain tactical advantage and to lead the colleague to where you want to be - without telling them. This is a subtle but important difference.

Take your partner with you 

Many leaders intuitively know where they need to steer their organisation. Leaders are often tempted to stand up and tell their senior colleagues where they envision the future when there is still a reality gap for most people. This can cause friction. A better approach is to use the skills of a mentor. The mentor’s role is to steer the colleague away from a point at which they know and understand things now, to an advanced state of deeper understanding and knowledge. To be a good mentor you need to understand where your colleague’s knowledge has reached. Without that information, you will not as a mentor be able to appreciate what your colleague believes to be true at that point in time. It can often be more effective to lead colleagues towards an under-stated goal and for them to discover that destination for themselves.

Act like Lieutenant Columbo!

Sometimes it is necessary to act the part of someone who doesn’t quite understand the issues. This can be a useful technique for shifting people with a seemingly intransigent viewpoint. 

Ask questions that are prefaced by such phrases as:

· “I think I may have missed something, forgive me, but…”

· “You’ll think I’m being a bit slow here, but…”

· “You’re probably one step ahead of me but…

· “I’m sorry but I still don’t quite understand that. Could you…”

· “I’m really not an expert on XYZ, could you…”

· “I don’t think I’ve quote understood this yet. Could you…”

This style of language helps to say something very important to the other person. You are only human. You are not being arrogant by pressing your point. You are eager to learn from them and there’s a possibility that may actually share their points of view.

Find the blockage - ‘The why?’

A key strand of any negotiation is to examine the ‘blockage’ from the other person’s viewpoint – change chairs! The world can seem a very different place. One valuable area of performance coaching teaches how to match your own values with the values of another person or another organisation. This can be particularly poignant when offering an approach that falls outside the person’s usual comfort zone. For example, the ‘blocked’ partner may have little interest in the financial rewards being cited for their own particular reasons. If one can elicit the individual’s values ahead of the negotiating phase it may well be possible to get buy-in from the outset that can save time and effort.

Common ground

There’s a technique we sometimes use in coaching called ‘the agreement frame’. You get the candidate to state their problem and then ‘chunk up’ by asking them

            “What their problem is an example of?”

Or ‘chunk down’ by asking:

       “For what purpose?”

       “What does that get you?”

Chunking helps blow the problem apart by seeking a different perspective on an issue, loosening a ‘stuck’ mind set and maybe seeking out unexplored common territory. 

A few tips

Here are a few of the ways we coach that can help break down barriers in uncooperative senior colleagues:

· Build rapport using a range of techniques that can be coached that are so vital for any sort of negotiation.
· Sometimes the uncooperative person simply wants to have their point of view aired. Listen carefully with genuine sincerity. Avoid using presumptive phrases like “You shouldn’t worry about that”.

· Learn to spot unvoiced emotions. Some people will verbally confirm that they agree with you whilst shaking their head to actually say  “I don’t agree with you”.

· Give the other person ‘space’ and actively listen – that means sufficient time for the other party to get their point across whilst actively restraining oneself from interrupting them. Hold your questions until the person has had the chance to state their case.

· Use eye contact with the other person whilst they are speaking, but avoid getting into a staring match – some people find that highly intimidating. The best place to focus on is a position that is just above the nose.

· Use your own body language and facial expression to make it appear that the other person has your complete and undivided interest. Encourage them by nodding whilst they speak.

· Ensure you have the conversation at a time and place where you will be free from distractions. The other person may easily find it exceedingly rude if you break the discussion to speak to other people, even by telephone.

· Once they have finished their piece it can be helpful to summarise your understanding of what’s been said and this is the time to ask any questions to clarify and probe. Open questions such as “what else have you considered?” or “how would that effect x,y,z?” are both helpful. It is important to get the person to stretch and test their points of view. Through your additional questioning, common ground may begin to appear, but avoid predicting any positive outcomes too early. It is often better for the people to spot the way forward for themselves.

· When negotiating with someone who has dug himself or herself into a firm position of opposition it is necessary to be particularly aware of your choice of language. It is worth selecting phrases that deliberately break down barriers and even expose your own vulnerability.

By coaching your team to utilise a range of unblocking techniques such as these, you will place yourself in a strong position to bring your uncooperative colleague on side.
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