INSIDE PICKET FENCES

EARLY RELATIONSHIPS AND WORK PERFORMANCE

By Dr. gloria wright

At a career development workshop for ACOA (Adult Children of Alcoholics,) I presented a hypothesis I developed through my psychological counseling and individual coaching experiences:  “I suspect that you are unconsciously replicating your childhood family dynamics at work,” I stated.  “You read your bosses when they are not in a good mood, just as you read your alcoholic fathers and/or mothers.  And, true to what history taught you, you do not bother or interact with them until their mood changes.  You usually feel that you are walking on eggshells. You have a high level of tolerance for volatile temperament and dysfunction.  Other people would leave dysfunctional work environments much sooner than you will.”

I could see in the stunned faces of the audience that I had described them as though I had interviewed each one individually and was telling their personal stories. My doctoral research confirms that the phenomenon of duplicating family dynamics is not uncommon.  It can be overcome if we become conscious of it and modify how we relate to others. There is little question that early relationships can be influential in determining whether individuals become high achievers or reach their full potential as adults.  Many studies have shown that early relationships are particularly influential as transmitters of values, which are linked with motivation to succeed. 

If you can, visualize the following three work-performance styles depicted by a circular continuum with one-third of the circle belonging to each; Peak Performer, Workaholic, Average Performer.  The circle helps us to see that work-performance styles may sometimes overlap and that it is not only possible, but likely that individuals will move in and out of performance styles over time.  In fact, individuals can exhibit different performance styles at the same time in various facets of their life.

As I began my research on the early relationships of Peak Performers, I suspected that they would come from highly functional “Beaver Cleaver” families, while Workaholics’ and Average Performers’ families would more closely resemble “The Addams Family.”  I was fascinated to find that it is the Average Performers who consistently used the words “nice” and “fine” to describe their  “Cleaver-clone,” families.  As I explored the phenomenon more deeply, I realized that Average Performers presented everything as fine and nice, using very middle-of-the-road descriptors, while nothing was phenomenal or disastrous.

Average Performers tend to share the following early experiences:

· They most often were the youngest child.

· They typically received messages to avoid conflict, risk and challenge.  

· They tended to be overprotected.

· They assumed the role of peacemaker within their families.

As adults in the workplace, Average Performers try to be peacemakers, avoid conflict and protect their comfort zones.  They usually don’t like leadership positions, especially if they are in a team environment.  A team composed of different personalities is bound to have some conflict.  Because they are also shy, leadership tends to make Average Performers nervous.  Individuals who are shy and grow up in a protected environment are not as likely to break through their shyness as those individuals who are pushed out of the nest or pushed to do things for themselves.

My research uncovered some interesting commonalties in Workaholics’ early years.

· They often are the oldest child and assume adult roles in their family at an early age.  

· They seem to get an early message that they aren’t okay, and are always trying to prove themselves.

· Their families of origin are frequently compulsive and exhibit high levels of addiction.

In leadership roles, Workaholics are not prone to include others in decision making.  The decision-making process basically becomes a to-do list.  They have a large degree of difficulty making career decisions, change jobs more often than Average and Peak Performers and do not seem content with their choice of vocation.

Workaholics tend to have tunnel vision – they focus on the task at hand and may have difficulty seeing the larger picture.  With Workaholics, the burnout factor is great and they can’t tell when their workaholic tendencies impact the quality of their work.

There were no distinctive similarities in the backgrounds of Peak Performers.  They did not occupy a consistent place with regard to birth order.  However, they did exhibit some commonalties.

· They had early relationships that encouraged them to be themselves, to take risks, and to have “can-do” attitudes.

· If these relationships were not present in their families, they found them elsewhere. 

· They usually had been encouraged to think and question.  They developed an attitude of humility. 

Adverse relationships motivate Peak Performers to succeed in spite of the naysayers.  They turn barriers into challenges and are determined to prove themselves.  Peak performance pioneer Dr. Charles Garfield says that Peak Performers are unique in their ability to turn failures into stepping-stones.  

Peak Performers are focused and happy with their career choices.  They are highly proficient at matching their assets to a work environment in which those assets will be used most effectively.  They have an inner sense of confidence that is confirmed with daily decisions as well as larger decisions.  They welcome the challenge of variety and the unknown.  Peak Performers tend to be passionate about and deeply committed to their work – many say they are “called” to do what they do.  They are highly productive, enthusiastic and optimistic, but reality-based.

Can you change your work performance style?  Absolutely!  I have done it and so can you.  Can you change someone else’s work-performance style?  It is possible to help a person change if that person is initiating the change and/or is willing to accept help.  It’s harder, but not impossible, to help them change if they are resistant.

1. The first step is to become self-aware.  You can’t change until you know where you are and what needs to change.

2. The second step is to become responsible for yourself and your actions.  

3. The third step is to take positive actions.  Accept the things you can’t change – or learn how to work around them.  And change the things you can.

If you have workaholic tendencies, you are typically over-controlling and have difficulty delegating.  But you can overcome those behaviors.  Delegating is a teachable skill, not a personality trait. 

As an Average Performer, you usually are not assertive and often exhibit passive-aggressive tendencies.  You don’t know how to meet your own needs.  Positive assertiveness is a skill that Average Performers can learn. 

If you have workaholic and average performance tendencies, conflict resolution skills probably have not been modeled or taught in your early relationships.  But these skills, too, can be taught – and learned.

As you shift and change in your own world of introspection you will become much more selective about the people with whom you associate.  You will realize when you are working with people who put you down and you will make your own decision when people suggest you settle for what you have.  You will spend more time with people you want to be like.  Even though you can’t change early, inhibiting relationships, you can change how you react to those relationships.  You can limit the impact they have on your life today.  And you can begin now to deliberately and actively seek relationships that are supportive of you and your goals.

###

Dr. gloria wright is a management consultant coach and trainer nationally and internationally.  She is known as the “Peak Performer Champion” – helping companies to attract develop and retain Peak Performers.  View her website www.wright-on.com or call 770-963-9204.

Taken from wright on…Vol. VI, No.2, September, 1996
6

