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One Manager in an organization says “If it wasn’t for all of this people stuff, I could get my work done!”  He wasn’t negative about people in general.  He was just pointing out one basic paradox for those who work in any service industry.  The paradox is that the most rewarding thing you will ever do in your life is deal with people, AND, the most frustrating thing you will ever do in your life is deal with people.  
In my new DVD “Getting To The Gut” (www.gettingtothegut.com), I deal with the fact that human beings buy on emotion, and justify on fact.  Unfortunately, too many of us forget this simple point.  And that is one reason why we experience frustration as much as we do.  There are three ways to limit one’s own frustration.  No, you cannot kill other people. That would be against the law.  No, you cannot lock them in a room until you need them.  That would be against the rules.   And no, you cannot hit them when they get on your nerves.  That would hurt, and they might try to hit you back. 
Rather, I recommend following some “Rules of Engagement” for team members.  Simply put, these are steps to follow that help to limit frustration for everyone.  These Rules of Engagement – or ROE as I will refer to them from here on – are simple.  I did not say they were easy, I said they were simple.  What is the difference between simple and easy?  Business owner and entrepreneur Marcella Balin states it this way:

“We all know that we should eat right, get plenty of rest and exercise regularly, right?  Then why don’t we?  Because it is simple, not easy.  Many of us own the most expensive clothes hangar on earth – a treadmill.  Our clothes get more use out of it than do our bodies.  Did you know that health clubs are not built to accommodate all of the people that are members?  They sign you up, banking on the fact that you will not show up.  If everyone that was a member of any health club actually showed up, there would not be enough room for them.  Why?  Because working out is simple, but it isn’t easy to do.  Eating right, getting plenty of rest and exercising are all simple, but doing them isn’t easy.”
All of this is to make the case that the ROE is simple.  Most likely, you won’t find any major revelations here.  But they are not easy.  If they were, you would not be reading about them in this article.  My intent here is to offer you a structure, a format that may help you to employ them consciously and more consistently.
While the term “Rules of Engagement” is a military term, I am not suggesting that your practice is in a state of war.  However, in order to effectively apply what I am talking about here, the team members – individually and collectively – will need to take a disciplined approach to practicing and applying the principles of ROE.

Let’s look at one example of ROE at the individual level and one example at the team level.  

ROE at the Individual Level

One of the things I am often asked by team members is how to tell another member of the team about something that other person is doing which is causing problems.  There is a three-step process for dealing with such behaviors:


Step 1 – The individual or individuals who have a problem with the behavior 

must go to the person exhibiting that behavior privately and tell them about it.  The telling involves three parts.  First, describe the behavior.  Use names, dates, facts.  Second, describe how that behavior affects you.  Do not speak for anyone else, nor assume how anyone else might feel or react to the behavior.  Speak only for yourself and how the behavior affects you.  Third, describe what you would like to see changed, what you would like to see the person doing instead of the behavior that bothers you.  If the behavior is corrected – or even if the other person is making an honest attempt to change it – stop here.  You do not need to go to step two.  If the behavior continues, then go to step two.
Step 2 – Repeat step one.  It is important that you use names, dates and facts again, including the date that you previously informed the person of how their behavior was affecting you.  Step two should be done only if the other person has not made any effort at all to change the behavior, and still exhibits it with the same frequency and intensity as before.  Step two ends with a statement like, “If this cannot be resolved, then I will have to take it to the Team”.  

 Step 3 – This is the step of last resort and should only be taken if there has been no change at all in the behavior.  This step is where you solicit the Team’s help in resolving the matter.  The Team begins by asking for the dates that steps one and two occurred.  The Team also gives the person exhibiting the behavior a chance to state their point-of-view on the matter.  Then, the Team makes the final decision, including what will happen if all parties do not abide by the Team’s decision.  This is all done in a team meeting, with everyone participating.
It is my recommendation to all team members reading this that you do all you can to fix things before they get to the point of having to go to the Team.  Once it gets submitted to the Team, all parties yield control to the Team.  I also recommend that you seriously consider what is worth pushing and what is better served if you just enhance your “get over it” skills.  Some behavior you might not like.  That does not mean it needs to stop.  All behavior that impedes the efficient, progressive working and growing of the practice or any Team member needs to stop.  If it does not impede efficient, progressive growth of the practice or any of the Team members, then chances are you are the one that needs to change.  One watch-out is this – if you are not exhibiting the behavior you are asking the other person to exhibit, you do not have the right to demand it of someone else.  Also, if you are demanding a change of behavior from one teammate, but accept that behavior from another teammate, you have no right to ask for the behavior change.

ROE at the Team Level

Staff meetings are an excellent place to apply ROE.  It limits unproductive discussions that take time away from necessary items.  ROE for staff meetings starts with an agenda, a facilitator and a time keeper.  The facilitator insures that discussions move along within the allotted time, as well as insuring that everyone who wants to participate in any discussion has an opportunity to be heard.  The timekeeper monitors time using a time piece (preferably digital).  The time keeper informs the group periodically on the amount of time left for a given topic.  (You may wonder how much time is appropriate for given topics.  My rule-of-thumb is whatever amount of time a person feels they need, I cut it by 80%.  Why?  Because, if you want to increase the energy level, then compress the time allotted.  The facilitator and timekeeper roles rotate from meeting-to-meeting.  At a given meeting, the facilitator and time keeper for the next meeting pay close attention to the topics so that they can seamlessly lead follow-up discussions when it is their turn for facilitating/keeping time.

When it comes to the agenda, ALL items are given a specific amount of time, and ALL items have a Team member’s name next to them.  The owner is the person that is responsible for handling leading the sharing or discussing of that item in the meeting.  Each item is also labeled one of three ways – information/recommendation (I/R), discussion (D), or action (A).

Information/recommendation (I/R) – These are items on which someone is informing the group, or actions that someone is recommending that the Team take.  For example, a team member may have attended a particular course, and wants to inform the team on what they learned.  Or, perhaps a team member has looked into a new instrument, technique or process and wants to recommend that the practice adopt the use of the instrument, technique or process.  When an item is labeled I/R, this means that the communication will be one-way – from the informer or recommender to the Team.  Any details, paperwork, reports, manuals, reading, web sites, etc., are placed somewhere that is easily accessible.  Between meetings, Team members are to educate themselves in preparation for the next meeting, which is when that item will be labeled a D, discussion item.
Discussion (D) – Items move from I/R in one meeting to D in the next meeting.  When an item is labeled D, it is open for discussion.  All Team members must come prepared to discuss the item.  If a given Team member did not do their research between meetings, they do not get the opportunity to ask information type questions, the answers to which they could have learned by doing the research on their own.  Each Team member is accountable for coming prepared.  Team members do get the chance to ask clarifying questions.  During the time between meetings, Team members also have the right to lobby for the support of other Team members.  When an item is labeled D, this is the time for discussion. Team members are free to argue for, and make a case for, their point-of-view.  No decision is made until an item is labeled A, action.  (It is possible that the Team may decide to hold an item over for further discussion.)
Action (A) – Once and item is labeled A, there is no further discussion, it is time to decide.  Each Team member must verbally (or in writing if preferred) offer their decision.  Voting is not allowed, as voting is antithetical to (the opposite of) teamwork.  If necessary, an item can return to a D status for the next meeting so that more discussion can occur.  Then the item moves to A status again for a decision at the following meeting.
These are two examples of ROE.  You will need to determine how to adjust them to fit your practice needs.  The most important thing is to have them, practice them, use them and reinforce them.
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