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Work could be so much easier if it weren't for THEM. 

You know who I mean:

· The people who work in other departments or sections, but have an impact on you. 

· The people who don't seem understand what it takes to get your job done well. 

· The people who work for the same news organization, but don't seem to be on the same team.

You want things to improve, but you're struggling for a strategy. 

When news people tell me about problems with collaboration, cooperation or communication, I ask a lot of questions, which can lead to solutions. I'll share those with you in a bit.



But first, I need to tell you The Hot Fudge Sundae Story. It will put those questions into better perspective.

It was lovely August day at Disney World. My then-11-year-old son MacNeil and I were craving ice cream. We stepped up to a stand to place our hot fudge sundae order, and the young woman behind the counter asked, "Do you want a lot of fudge or a little?"

Because Mac and I cannot fathom the words "little" and "fudge" in the same sentence, we eagerly embraced the "lot" option. We asked the concessionaire if anyone ever asked for just a little.

Yes, sometimes, she told us. That's why she always made it a point to ask, so everyone got exactly what they wanted. Then she bathed our vanilla ice cream in a flood of fudge, and we strolled off with our treats.

The sundaes were exquisite. Every spoonful had the perfect chocolate/vanilla ratio (lots to lots). When we finished, I suggested to Mac that we stroll back to the stand and tell the server how much we enjoyed our customized creations.

Mac looked puzzled. We'd already thanked her when she served us. So I explained my logic to him: Every day, that young woman comes to work. It may be the job she's always dreamed of, or it may be a job she's doing on her way to another career. But she clearly has a goal of making customers happy. When she goes home at the end of her shift and someone asks how her day went, what does she say? How does she measure a great day at work? What does she consider an accomplishment? Today, I said, she could say that her sundae sculpting was so impressive that customers came back to applaud her.

So we did it. She seemed surprised, as the young food critic and his mom delivered a four-star review of her food and service. Then she just beamed.  

So what does hot fudge have to do with your challenges at work? Or with those folks across the hall or with other skills, the ones who never seem to be in sync with your needs?  

I'm willing to bet that neither you -- nor they -- really know enough about the other's goals and needs. 

And I bet you don't know what, for them, is a really great day at work. 

Why? Because we're human. When others don't behave the way we'd like, we assume we know their motives. We often decide they're simply lazy, or selfish, or territorial, or antagonistic or whiny. And then we keep our distance from them. (Who needs more aggravation, right?)  

But that distance guarantees two things: Your assumptions will never be challenged or changed, and the situation won't get better.

So, let's think of some common disconnects in news organizations. Perhaps there's a gap between the Web folks and their print partners, or the engineers and the producers, or the visual and the word folks, or between the news and advertising realms. Instead of doing a slow burn about how "they just don't get it," consider the questions I promised before I dragged you through the fudge:

· Do you know what constitutes a "great day at work" for the other person? 

· Do you know which skills the other person is truly proud of? 

· Do you know what standards your organization uses to evaluate the quality of the other person's work? 

· Do you know what pressures the other person might be facing? 

· Do you understand the scope of the other person's work, and the values inherent in his/her craft? 

· Do you think the other person could answer these questions about you?

Those questions can be an invitation for sarcastic answers from you, since you may be frustrated about past problems. But I hope you can get beyond the temptation to snipe. 

Identify some folks with whom you'd really like to collaborate, and just talk with them, not at them. Find out the answers to those questions. It can help you understand what the other person needs to do his or her best, as well as how to frame your conversations.

If you want a deeper understanding of working well with others, I recommend the book "Getting It Done: How to Lead When You're Not in Charge," by Roger Fisher and Alan Sharp. It offers common-sense advice, drawn from the work of the Harvard Negotiation Project. 

Before launching into the skill-building tips, the authors bluntly challenge readers to look in the mirror, and, "if colleagues don't react they way you want them to, start with the assumption you are doing something wrong." Too often, they believe, we simply tell others what we want them to do, which may sound as though we are talking down to them.  

They write, "When colleagues act in ways that seem unproductive, they likely do so for a reason. Few people have the goal of preventing you from getting more done. More likely, they are responding rationally to a perceived interest... Try to imagine what a good motivation for their behavior might be."

While you're at it, try asking them what a great day at work might be. Find out the answers to all the questions I shared. I bet you'll be surprised by what you learn. I bet that knowledge can help you work together more effectively. 

How confident am I? I'd bet a hot fudge sundae on it.
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