Unit 2 - Study Session 1

Understanding People



Introduction 
The people you manage are a source of many different talents, perspectives and styles. This diversity can improve the quality of services and add to the richness of working life. The fact that people are so different should be seen as a reality to be welcomed, not as a difficulty to be overcome.   

In order to get the best out of our staff and to have productive relationships with our colleagues and seniors, we need to accept their diversity and try to understand why people behave the way they do.

Before you start the session, read over the requirements of Assignment 1, and as you study, mark the sections of this session which seem relevant to your analysis.

Session contents

1
Learning outcomes of this session

2
Readings and references

3
Differing realities

4
Differing values

5
Differing goals

6
Seeking to understand

7
Session summary 

Timing of this session

There are five activities and one reading in this session. It will take at least two hours to complete and a logical point to take a break is at the end of section 4.

	Intended learning outcomes

By the end of this session, you should be able to:

	Management outcomes:

· Reflect on how the perceptions of others may differ from yours.

· Practise empathic listening.

· Explain some of the reasons why people have different perceptions.

· Demonstrate recognition that people’s different perceptions, values and goals will affect the way they behave at work.


	Academic outcomes:

· Apply some new concepts and theories to your work context.

· Critically reflect on your own values and goals.

· Differentiate points of view and explore the notion that realities are relative to individuals and contexts.

· Categorise information.
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3
DIFFERING REALITIES



You have probably had many experiences of working with people where you could not understand why they said something, or why they behaved in a particular way. This task aims to sensitise you to the fact that there are always reasons underneath the things that people say and do.
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Perhaps one of the worst things a manager can do is to regard people as being stupid or difficult, simply because they do not see things in the same way as you do. You may also mistakenly assume that disagreeable behaviour is a personal attack on you, while in fact there are other reasons behind the behaviour.
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An important step towards understanding people is to recognise that we each have our own view of reality and that other realities do exist. Exploring other people’s views enriches our view of a situation. But first we need to understand why people have different views of reality.

3.1
Questioning the way you see reality

The way in which you perceive reality is called your point of view or your perspective. The way you see things is the source of the way you think and the way you behave. If you are not conscious of how you see things, you are unlikely to recognise that others see things differently.
 “…Take a few seconds to look at picture A. Write down what you see. 
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Now look at picture B and write down what you see. 



“Do you see a woman? How old would you say she is? Is she wearing any jewellery?  

You would probably describe the woman in picture B as being about 25 years old and rather attractive. She is wearing a necklace. 

But what if we were to tell you that you’re wrong? What if we said this is a picture of an old woman with a huge nose who looks rather sad. There is no necklace in this picture.  

Who is right? Keep looking at the picture. Try to see the old woman. Try to see the shawl over her head, her large nose, her sad eyes. Now look at picture C. 



“Can you see the old woman now? It’s important that you see her before proceeding. 

This exercise was used by an instructor to demonstrate to a group of students that two people can see the same thing, disagree and still both be right. 

He brought along a stack of papers, half of which had the image of the young woman in picture A and the other half of which had the image of the old woman in picture C. He passed the papers out to the students, the picture of the young woman to one side of the room and the picture of the old woman to the other side. He asked the students to study the papers for about 10 seconds and then to pass them back in.

“He then projected on a screen the image you saw in picture B, which combines the images in A and C, and asked the class what they saw.

Almost everyone who had first seen picture A saw a young woman again and almost everyone who had first seen picture C, saw an old woman again. 

The instructor then asked one student to explain what she saw to a student on the opposite side of the room. As they talked back and forth, communication problems flared up.

‘What do you mean, old lady? She couldn’t be more than 25 years old!’

‘Oh come on. You must be joking. She’s at least 70!’

‘What’s the matter with you? Are you blind? This lady is young and good-looking!’

 ‘Good-looking? She’s old and ugly!’

The arguments went back and forth, each person sure of, and insisting on, his or her position. All this occurred in spite of one very important advantage that the students had – most of them knew early in the demonstration that another point of view did, in fact, exist – something many of us would never admit. 

After a period of futile communication, one student went up to the screen and pointed to a line on the drawing. ‘There is the young woman’s necklace.’ Another student said, ‘No, that’s the old woman’s mouth.’ Gradually, they began to discuss specific points of difference, and finally one student and then another was suddenly able to see both images. Through calm, sustained, respectful and specific communication, each person was finally able to see the other point of view. 

This exercise shows how powerfully our perspectives are influenced by our conditioning. If ten seconds of conditioning can have that kind of impact on the way we see things, what about the conditioning of a lifetime? The influences in our lives – family, school, religion, work environment, friends, associates, fashions in society – all have made their silent unconscious impact on us and helped to shape the way we see reality. 
The exercise also suggests how powerfully our perspectives affect the ways in which we interact with other people. As clearly and objectively as we think we see things, we begin to realise that others see them differently, from their own apparently equally clear and objective point of view.  

Each of us tends to think that we see things as they are, that we are objective. But this is not the case. We see the world, not as it is, but from our own viewpoint, or as we are conditioned to see it. 

“This does not mean that there are no facts. In the demonstration, two individuals who were initially conditioned (or influenced) by different pictures, look at the third picture together. They are now looking at identical pictures (or facts) - black lines and white space, and they would both acknowledge these as facts. But each person’s interpretation of these facts represents their previous experience of the picture, and the facts (picture B)  have no meaning without the interpretation.  

We need to be aware of our perspectives and the extent to which we have been influenced or conditioned by our experience. In the same way, we need to be aware of the perspectives of other people. This will help to expand our view of reality and our understanding of people …” (Adapted from Covey, 1999: 23-29)  

In this section, we saw that the way people think and act is influenced by their idea of reality: their idea of the way things are may also be influenced by experiences or cultural, religious, political and other norms. In the next section, we will explore another strong influence on the behaviour of people: their idea of the way things should be. 

4
DIFFERING VALUES



Our values are our sense of the way things should be. Values are “… the underlying drives which influence the attitudes and behavioral patterns of individuals, groups and even organizations.” (Kakabadse et al,1987) Values give people their sense of right and wrong.

It is helpful to categorise values into three sets: individual, professional and group values.

Individual values
Each of us has ideas about what is right or wrong, what is good or bad. These ideas develop over time and form our personal value base. Although many of our values can be traced back to childhood, they do not necessarily stay constant; circumstances and personal choices can change them. Also, different people attach different relative importance to particular values, for example, equality and honesty.

Professional or occupational values

There are many professional and occupational groups within health and social care, each with recognisable sets of values. Some of these are expressed through codes of ethics, for example, the Hippocratic Oath. 

Group/team values

Most of us have to work within at least one group or team to do our job. A group will usually have some shared ideas on what is right for the group. Organisational values are an example of group values.

Understanding people’s values is particularly important for managers, because they often have the difficult task of working with different sets of values at the same time. They have to accommodate the values of those working above, below, alongside and within their team, as well as their own values. Conflicting sets of values can lead to difficulties. (Adapted from MESOL, 2000: 10)


Conflict of values is probably one of the most difficult issues a manager may have to face. Often there are no easy solutions but the first step remains to try and understand the reasons underlying the behaviour of the parties involved. 

As a manager, you will have to gain the co-operation of people with different perspectives and different sets of values in order to achieve the objectives of your job. Getting people to work towards common objectives is at the heart of the manager’s role. This leads us to the next issue: that people have personal goals which may differ from organisational or project objectives and goals. 

5
DIFFERING GOALS



 “… Managers often fall into the trap of assuming that everyone is working (or should be working) towards the same goals - the goals of the organisation. A lot of managerial decisions take it for granted that the people who will implement them will co-operate willingly to achieve the organisation’s collective goals. But often the real reasons why people co-operate have nothing to do with achieving the organisation’s goals and everything to do with achieving their own goals. Fortunately, in many cases the two are not incompatible. Indeed, it has been suggested that effective management of people is about ensuring that personal, team and organisational goals match, so that all can be achieved simultaneously …” (Adapted from MESOL, 2000:13) 


If you manage people, you need to know something about the goals that people want to achieve: this is part of what motivates them to work. We will address the issue of motivation in detail in a later session. It is also very important that all staff who work with you have a very clear understanding of the goals and objectives of the project or section in which they work: sometimes they seem so obvious that you may forget to reinforce them amongst the staff. In the previous sections we saw that the behaviour of people is influenced by their perspectives, values and goals. In order to understand people, we need to be aware of this. But this is not enough: we also have to listen to people.  

6
SEEKING TO UNDERSTAND



Dealing with other people’s different views of reality is an important part of a manager’s function. It often requires careful listening, as well as a particular attitude to the other person’s reality while you listen. It requires you to hold your judgement and your opinion and that you seek first to understand, then to be understood. This is called empathic communication and will be explored in Reading 3. 


While reading, note that on page 238, there is a reference to “the personality ethic”. The writer is referring to the idea that successful communication can be achieved by applying techniques such as friendly behaviour or a positive attitude. He calls this “the personality ethic” and disagrees with the idea, saying that meaningful communication requires something much deeper than superficial techniques. Rather, it requires empathic listening. 


7
SESSION SUMMARY



In this session, we explored some issues around understanding people. We looked at the factors which influence the way people think and behave: their perspectives, values and goals. We also looked at the art of empathic listening.

Being aware of the ways in which people differ and trying to understand staff members and colleagues through listening to them carefully, are two very important aspects of management. They can contribute significantly towards getting work done and maintaining harmony in the workplace. But, given the different realities, values and goals to be found in any group of people, it is inevitable that there will be some conflict. In the next session, we explore conflict in the workplace. 
TASK 1 – Reflecting on behaviour


 


Think of a few situations where you had difficulty in understanding the behaviour of staff members. Try to think of all the possible reasons which may have contributed to their behaviour. Think about the whole person not just the worker.





FEEDBACK





Most of the things that people do and say (however strange or unacceptable they may seem), can be explained if you are prepared to try and understand what lies behind them.  Explaining unusual behaviour is sometimes mistakenly seen as a way of defending the behaviour. However, explaining something is not the same as agreeing with it. The value of trying to find possible explanations for behaviour is that it can help you to cope with different forms of behaviour among the people with whom you must work. 








TASK 2 – Trying to see another point of view





Think of a recent situation where you disagreed with a colleague. What was your point of view? What was their point of view? Now try to put yourself in their position and argue their side of the case against yours. 





FEEDBACK





Leavitt (1978) observed that managers commonly make “… the mistake of assuming that the ‘real’ world is all that counts, that everyone works for the same goals, and that the facts speak for themselves ...” (MESOL, 2000: 9)





The real world here is the way the manager sees the world. 





“… Most psychologists accept that human beings tend to act on the basis of what they perceive to be reality. Problems arise because we do not all see the same reality. Even when we are looking at exactly the same thing, we often see it differently …” (MESOL, 2000: 9)


So what is reality? The answer is that for each of us, reality is what we believe it to be.








Picture A





�





Picture B
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TASK 3 – Analysing how values operate in the workplace 





Think of recent conflict situations in your workplace. Could differences in the participants’ values have played a role in the disagreements? If so, were individual, professional or group values at play?





FEEDBACK 





An example of conflicting sets of professional values is the different ways in which some health care providers and public health professionals view the use of resources. The values of the public health group focus on the health of the community as a whole, while the health care providers are concerned with the well-being of individual patients. Neither group is wrong. They merely have different ideas of the way things should be done.





Here is an example of group values conflicting with personal values:


Imagine a situation where there is a quiet understanding among the long-term employees of a purchasing department to cook the books a little or alter the financial records to make a little money on the side. They see it as a survival strategy. When a new staff member joins them, she sees it as dishonesty and becomes extremely stressed at being involved.





TASK 4 – Analysing how goals operate in the workplace 





Identify two key goals of your organisation to which your job contributes. Now analyse whether your personal goals fit in with the goals of the organisation.








FEEDBACK





Hajira, a nurse, had a special interest in malnutrition in children and wanted to learn more about it. She applied to work in the nutrition unit of a hospital. The unit manager wanted to improve the care of acutely malnourished children and was looking for a nurse who would be particularly dedicated to the job. Hajira worked very hard because she loved the children and wanted to learn as much as possible about malnutrition. In time, she became an expert and the quality of nursing care in the unit became exceptionally high. 





In this example, Hajira has achieved her personal goal of learning more about malnutrition in children. The goal of the unit manager to improve patient care has also been achieved. Personal and organisational goals have worked together.








Reading 3: Covey, S. (1999). “Principles of Empathic Communication.” The Seven Habits of Highly Effective People. UK: Simon and Schuster, pp 236-259.





TASK 5 – Practising empathic communication





Using the strategy provided by Reading 3, try to respond empathically to these staff members. Write down your responses:





a)	Ward supervisor: “I’m sorry, I am not able to take on any more responsibilities! There is only one of me and only eight hours in a shift and I can’t take on any more!”





b)	Administrator: “I can’t get the others to help. They say they are too busy. I think it is because I am younger than them that they think they can push me around.”





c)	Newly qualified nurse: “You do it much better than I can. Why should I have to do it when I will take twice as long as you?”    





Finally, try out empathic listening at work and consciously monitor whether you are:


Trying to understand.


Rushing in with your own experience or opinion before you have listened to the full story. You should not do this.


Identifying the possible reasons for the other person’s point of view





FEEDBACK





Here is a suggestion of how you could have responded to the newly qualified nurse:


Firstly, try to understand his/her viewpoint: “Let me see if I understand what you are saying. You feel that this task will take you twice as long as it takes me? And that you will not do it as well as I do?” Then let her/him respond. Then check again:


“You seem to be getting frustrated by comparing yourself with others who have had years of practice. Do you find any aspects of the task difficult, or do you feel frustrated that it takes time to do?”





Here is my response where I try to identify reasons for the nurse’s feelings: “You might be feeling frustrated about the time it takes, but speed is not really the measure of quality. Have you found that it’s getting easier with practice?” Hopefully s/he will see the value in getting practice in the task by this stage. Do you think this is successful empathic communication?
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