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Improving Your Business Relationships:

Build Your Career on the Relationships Right Next
to You!  

By Bob Greenfield

I 

 n today’s workplace, most of us are only

going as far as our relationship skills can

take us.  The talented superstar

operating at the center of a firestorm of

dysfunctional relationships who is tolerated

by management because of his otherwise

superior “performance” is not yet extinct,

but may well be on its way to endangered

status.  Improving your relationships at

work takes thought and effort, but may

well be simpler than you think.  

I often encounter clients who are

struggling not because they lack vision or

technical know-how, but because too many

of their “business” relationships aren’t

working.  They are plagued by problems

with ego, trust, understanding, patience,

communication, and differing values &

perspectives.  Regardless of the cause,

poorly managed relationships affect all of

our bottom line.  Organizationally, they

affect our ability to work together, to

innovate, to deliver service, to learn, to

improve effectiveness and stay ahead of

the competition.  And individually, they

affect our ability to do our job and

advance our career. 

It is obviously difficult to focus on

improving relationships given so many

other critical priorities at work. 

Technology, customer trends, regulatory

requirements, and everything else is

changing so fast we can barely keep up. 

Relationships require our explicit focus

precisely because they are so easy to take

for granted.  We cannot ask  a regulatory

requirement, an audit finding, or our

technology to be more patient, flexible, or

forgiving.  We can and do, however,

impose such on our relationships.  

The proof of our shortsightedness lies in

the number of work relationships that are

dysfunctional, and the fact that so many

professionals continue to be surprised by

these issues.  Keep in mind that most of us

are not well-taught in college and graduate

school about developing and effectively

managing relationships.  And we do not

typically hire somebody because of how

effectively they manage relationships.  We

hire people because they are great

engineers or programmers or technical

writers or salespeople or planners or

thinkers or controllers or analysts or

whatever; and then we hope that they’ll

be able to get along with others.  
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We put tremendous effort into our

relationships outside of work, too often

with lackluster results.  Should we expect

that relationships will function any better

at work where we put forth less effort and

don’t for the most part choose the people

we’re with?   

Ask anybody, and they will tell you that a

good relationship takes a lot of work. 

There’s no quitting.  There’s compromise. 

There’s discomfort.  There’s learning. 

There are highs and lows.  There’s growth,

and the whole thing is as difficult to

predict as it is to control.  At least that’s

what happens and how we approach

relationships at home.  In the workplace,

however, I believe we don’t care as much

about our relationships.  The unfortunate

result is that we feel entitled to functional

relationships at work, yet we’re not nearly

as inclined to invest in creating them.  

For those motivated to work on their

business relationships, which relationships

should you start with?  Trendy answers

include focusing on customers/clients, on

networking skills, or on managing up (i.e.,

relationships with your bosses); all people

on whom you depend for your prosperity. 

Managing relationships with each of these

groups is its own art form and can

command a great deal of your attention. 

But what about the people who you work

with most closely?  What about your peers

and direct reports...your colleagues? 

These are the people with whom you may

not think, “what can she do for me”?  But

I’d observe that these are the people who

will have the greatest impact on your

effectiveness today and career

advancement tomorrow.   

Focusing on the relationships right in front

of you is particularly important for leaders. 

Leaders often focus on strategy or on key

relationships with big customers and the

big boss.  As a consequence, they neglect

their closest followers and mistakenly

assume that professionalism and obedience

will keep those relationships intact.  If you

look over your shoulder and there is

nobody following you, you’re not a leader,

regardless of what your job title is. 

Whether you are an entry level employee

or chief executive, you need to create and

then invest in relationships that are

resilient.  

How can this be done?  If we want resilient

relationships in our professional sphere

then we need to care about them as much

and approach them in much the same way

as we would relationships in our personal

life.  Here’s a short list of actions you take

to make a difference:  

1.  Start by changing your expectations. 

Expect that business relationships will be

just as much work, and perhaps more, than

relationships at home.   Putting on a suit or

dress and driving to another location to

spend the day earning money doesn’t

change the nature of human beings. 

People are people, no matter where you

are, and relationships are relationships,

and they require work.  

2.  Focus on the “big 4" in managing your

Ego.  

Don’t take yourself so seriously, open

yourself to feedback, allow that you may

be wrong from time to time, and share

credit.  These are four huge acts of

emotional intelligence, each guaranteed to

improve your relationships at work.  These

acts will enhance your humility.  Humility

is one of the most refreshing and likeable

qualities available.  Being likeable makes

relationships work better.  It’s not that

complicated.

3.  Give more than you get.  

For an important relationship, it is far

more likely that you will regret having

been too selfish than too generous. 

Experiment with true generosity in the

workplace for a while and see what
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happens in your relationships.  Help

somebody solve their problem instead of

focusing on yours.  Take a risk to provide

moral support to a colleague instead of

soliciting support for yourself.  Take a

colleague under your wing instead of only

seeking out those who can mentor you.  

4.  Empathize; put yourself in the other’s

shoes.  

In the midst of workplace conflicts we

invest very little time trying to understand

the other, and most of our effort trying to

be understood.  This is a place where we

can practice being more generous.  What

can you do if you’re not naturally

empathic?  Ask questions and try listening. 

You will be amazed at how much more you

can learn with your ears than with your

mouth.  

5.  Practice the arts of compromise and

letting go.  

Letting go doesn’t mean lowering your

standards.  But at some point we’d all be

well-served asking ourselves whether we’d

rather be right or effective?  Too often our

principles make us unduly stubborn and our

unwillingness to compromise or let go of an

issue damages a relationship without a

commensurate benefit.  Being right is

easy...just stick to your guns.  Being

effective is much more complex and often

requires compromise.   Without considering

the choice between righteousness and

effectiveness, our default is usually to be

right.  Every dysfunctional or ‘stuck’

relationship requires movement of some

kind.  Are you going to wait for the other

guy to move first?  Many of us would seem

to prefer this, but would you really prefer

to be a passive follower than a leader who

acts?  

Realistic expectations, humility,

generosity, empathy, and compromise.  A

collection of magic bullets guaranteed to

improve your relationship skills in the

workplace.   Experiment with just one of

them for a few weeks and see what

happens.  As a bonus, you will find that any

one of these magic bullets will attract the

others.  What’s the payoff?  More collegial

relationships with peers, less stress and

more focus within your organization, and a

reputation that will help advance your

career.   

 

Copyright 2008, Bob Greenfield, All Rights

Reserved.

Bob Greenfield helps his clients clarify and

create the impact they want at work and in

their lives.  Bob is owner and principal

consultant of Greenfield Management
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