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How Can We Have a Good Conversation

If You Keep Interrupting Me?

WirLrLiam M. HAYDEN JR., Pu.D., P.

BACKGROUND

There was a time when this col-
umn’s title was not sad-funny :

but sad-true.

To be clear, this was the ac-
cepted sociocultural behavior of :

those times.

ply immediately, if not sooner.

Well, although times have :
changed, far too many of those :
who were shaped during that past :
have managed to keep the “culture :

what he is.

INTRODUCTION

the following cues:

® Why do our best people leave?

and management on the job?

e What does “pay to play” really

mean’?

® Why aren’t clients part of project

formation meetings?

e Why aren’t women leaders on :

the executive council?
e No, that’s not what I meant.

e What does engineering leader-

ship look like?

¢ Do projects fail because project :
managers do not know what to :

do, don’t care, or both?

Of course, within many profes-

. sional organizations, discussing °

Within families, the workplace, - some of these issues openly is con- :

organized religions, the military, . sidered a career death wish. This :

and education, when the one in bl paralyzing force is what

power stated her or his opinion | (.4 in the way of a firm that

as to what you were to do or not | ..o 0o “pretty good

do next, you were expected to com- most of the time” to “the best place :
. to work.” Your firm’s most critical :
success factor is the goodwill of :
. your employees. Most likely, the
best of your people leave for one :

i i ) . of the following three reasons:
of silence” in place in the work- :

place. It is time to pull back the
curtain and reveal the wizard for .

1. Lack of recognition;
2. Lack of challenge; or
3. Lack of opportunity.

1. What they liked least about

some internal meetings:

a. No facilitator was in the !

meeting;

b. Going way off topic was

allowed;

¢. The meeting was unne-

cessary;

d. People’s participation was

discouraged; and

E.. F.ASCE

e. There was no managed
accountability/follow-up
after the meeting.

2. What they liked best about

some internal meetings:

a. The meeting’s purpose
was clear to all;

b. Participants showed re-
spect for others’ opinions;

¢. The “devil’s advocate” role
was well done;

d. Individual tasks were con-
firmed and agreed to dur-
ing follow-up; and

e. The agenda’s issue-time
allocations were set.

. SOLUTIONS YOU SEEK WILL
- Nor BE FOUND IN THE BACK
- OF A CIvVIL ENGINEERING

. HANDBOOK

. In this case, two out of three
© won't cut it.
To initiate an open dialogue :

among the members of vyour : _
organization, program, or project, - EMPIRICAL EVIDENCE OF LACK

you might use one or more of @ OF GOoOD CONVERSATIONS
. At some of the internal organiza-
. . .. . tional workshops I have facilitated,
e Engineered projects do not fail : . f o :
because engineers can’t engineer. participants have offered insighs :

" into the following unspoken

e We all knew that if the seals opinions:

failed, the shuttle would blow up.
* Do some executives still assert !
that we can learn leadership

In preparing this column, I located

- a reference I had not previously
- known. The article was written by
- Verhezen (2010), and what ini-
- tially attracted my attention was
- Verhezen’s characterization of how

a “good conversation” can serve as

© a metaphor for moral, ethical, and
. integrity-centric corporate values:

The familiar image of a “good
conversation” is a useful meta-
phor for integrity-based man-
agement. Such conversations or
dialogues are critical in the at-
tempt to give voice to concerns
which remain unarticulated
either because one is unable or
afraid to speak about them.

Yes, that resonates.
We do not openly speak of

 some matters because we fear the
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EDITOR S

negative consequences that might
follow. And as to the skills needed :
to move toward open dialogue with :
superiors, such learning is not a :
typical component of professional

education.

CONCLUSIONS

sions, in no order of importance:

1. Within each of our organiza-
tions, we have professionals :
waiting to help, if they feel

safe to do so.

2. The owners of our organiza- :
tions face the same historical
sociocultural constraints in
making it safe for their em-
ployees to help move their
organizations toward sus- |

tainable, world-class results.

3. People commit most to those

strategies they help shape,
not those they edit.

4. Focus, concentrate, execute,

and persist are the phase- :
gates for the next steps for :
introducing open dialogueg

in one’s workplace.

. EPILOGUE
Based on the preceding notes, I 'I;Ihe follo?vingfquoltat%on sp eall<s to
have reached the following conclu- the promuse of replacing a culture | }
. of silence with good conversations: :
An ethical manager or employee
will demonstrate the courage of
their own or an organization’s :
convictions and values but at :
the same time will work to align -
their words with actions by;
setting clear policies, explicit
targets, and incentives to help -
the company to get there. Moral
muteness or silence cannot be -
part of that challenging but -
inspiring transformation process -
. Ambherst, New York. He can be

toan integrity-based framework.

Integrity as in moral mindful-
ness is not a technique but an

N O T E

ethically inspired attitude to
do the right thing, always.
(Verhezen 2010)

Of course, I may be wrong!
\Y/hat do you think?
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