
Taking ownership
I just can't address this subject without a movie reference.

In the movie "Top Gun," as you recall, Maverick is scared out of his wits, and
refuses to engage the enemy. "Engage, engage," they yell at him. Finally, he
takes ownership of the situation, combats the enemy and lives happily ever after
with Kelly McGillis.

Well, many of us are the same way. While our families, friends, and co-workers
are all yelling "engage, engage" at us, we refuse to commit to a course of action -
- we refuse to take ownership of the situation.

We see this in both personal and professional situations. Some people are the
most "hands-on" leaders at work, and yet refuse to take ownership of their
personal or family responsibilities. Others are the opposite: they're all right with
family and friends, but get them into an office setting, and they remain aloof.

Some people waffle back and forth, depending on the day of the week, the phase
of the moon (just kidding), or the person or problem demanding their attention.
They're all right when it comes to staff motivation, but refuse to take ownership of
the budget process, letting it "run on automatic," until all hell breaks loose, and
people start losing their jobs, or they're actively engaged in designing a new
basement, but refuse to take ownership of the trash on the floor.

It's a hard problem to address, from a management standpoint. How do you
make someone take ownership of a problem, without resorting to callous threats?
It's usually hard enough to make people clean out the goop from the office
microwave.

I'm no psychologist, but from my own life experience, I've learned that people go
into "avoidance" behavior for several reasons: fear, fatigue, inadequate training,
loss of interest, and what I call the "phooey factor" -- a hatred of the procedure.

It's the "phooey factor" that keeps many people from getting adequately involved
in their "dental treatment program," or that yearly prostate exam, or a bi-yearly
colonoscopy, or even more disgusting, a three-hour meeting.

The "phooey factor" keeps people disengaged, because they actually don't want
any part of it. They think they can manage all right, if they just ignore the whole
thing, even if they're in the middle of the meeting itself. (It's more difficult to
ignore a prostate exam).
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It's easy to blame most stuff on this, but truth be told, it's really responsible for
very few "disengaged" people around the office or the house. Most often, it's one
of the other elements to this equation.

Of our four remaining elements: fear, fatigue, inadequate training, and loss of
interest, we can easily group them into teams of two, for while each can stand
alone, most often they work in these teams

Team one: fear and inadequate training.  Odd, isn't it? A company will often
discharge a loyal worker and hire a new employee, when all that was needed
was a little bit of training. Of all the expenses that companies incur, one of the
greatest ones is due to hiring and firing of employees. The same companies that
pay for outplacement counseling, severance pay, and retraining are the
companies that won't give a farthing for training their employees right in the first
place. Instead, when work suffers, those employers will bring in a "new,
improved" employee, often without any idea of what that employee is capable of.

So often, employees will perform at a lowered rate, just because they don't have
the time to bring themselves up to speed on a new procedure, program, or
technology.  As the wicked cycle continues, that lowered work rate leads to fear
and heartache, both on the part of the weakened employee, and the part of the
employer.

To combat this, let me suggest a course of action: three-week "technology
vacations," where the employee is first exposed to the training for a week, and
then given two weeks away from normal work to learn what makes it tick and put
it into action. Too many of us try to "mainline" the changes, and the result is a
disoriented, maladjusted workplace.

For families, this also holds true. Husbands and wives should make their needs
known, and then give the other spouse enough time to adapt. Sometimes,
husbands (I use husbands as an example because I am one) haven't a clue
what's going on -- but if wives take time to explain it, they soon come up to
speed. They may not ever know what color "mauve" is, but they'll at least try to
understand it.

Families should learn together, and take time to put that learning into practice.
One family I know chooses a "family book" to read. All of the family (the siblings
are grown) reads the same book, and then discusses it, from their various points
of view. Some families have taken to reading the "Harry Potter" books in this
manner, because they appeal to children and adults as well, but on differing
levels.

Of this team, fear is the single most paralyzing obstacle to taking ownership of a
situation. We fear ridicule; we fear loneliness; we fear new situations; we fear
being stuck in old situations.



To those who fear, and that's most of us, there is only one antidote: action.

Face it: most fears are groundless. There are fears that are well grounded in
reality; I'm not suggesting that you go and play in traffic or take the toaster into
the tub with you. But most fears that stop us from action -- those fears that keep
us from taking ownership of a situation -- are mostly smoke and mirrors. We're
afraid of a new situation, or we're afraid of being laughed at, or we're afraid of
making a mistake, or we're afraid of countless other things, most of which would
never happen in our lifetime.

You know, when I was a teenager, I was scared of that "first kiss." That fear sent
me to the junior prom by myself. After I got past it, though, I found that I liked
kissing -- in fact, I liked it a lot.

Most fears are as useless as my teenage fear. Oddly enough, most of our fears
are based in childhood experiences. Whatever the cause, the remedy is the
same: As Emerson said, "Do the thing you fear, and the death of fear is certain."

Team two is the joint burnout qualities of fatigue and loss of interest. These two
are often coupled, because usually excessive fatigue causes loss of interest in
anything other than sleep.

In today's society, workers are expected to keep on the job for long, long hours.
As a result, eventually those employees burn out from the stress. The fatigue
gets to them. Do they lose interest in their work? Sure they do!

The antidotes to this are simple: a rational working schedule, a little time off, and
something different to do for a while. I've always been the sort of guy who likes
six-week projects. Six weeks are just enough time to get into a project, get it
done, and then move on. Unfortunately, most of my projects seem to be of the
six-year variety -- but I still like the shorter projects. I'll even take six months in a
pinch. Why? Because the constant moving from one project to another keeps
people fresh and invigorated. Maybe six weeks is too short a time for most
projects, but it does keep you moving.

Our economy has largely moved towards outsourcing many functions. Now, I
think that outsourcing has its limits -- pretty soon you have given away enough of
the company that you really don't have any control over your destiny -- but
industries that have traditionally depended on outsourced, freelance workers,
such as the broadcasting, trade show, entertainment, and some selling
industries, usually find that their work force is better trained, better motivated,
and happier -- just because they are constantly learning and growing.



I'm not suggesting that each manager who reads this fire his staff and start hiring
all freelancers. I am suggesting, however, that building and rebuilding internal
teams helps keep your workforce refreshed.

At the last end of this topic, sometimes, employees, family members, and others
develop a loss of interest in everything and anything. A word to the wise: this is a
symptom of clinical depression, and at least deserves a second look to make
sure it's not something to worry about.

Well, that's our topic for this week. As you remember, in the movie, Top Gun,
Maverick finally engaged the enemy, when he overcame his fear. He finally took
ownership of his destiny.

When it all boils down to it, that's what taking ownership is all about --
determining that, for the most part, you are going to take the responsibility for
your own actions. You will clean up after yourself, change the toilet paper when
it's run out, pick up the litter around the house and the yard, watch what you eat,
plan your future, love your family, and do your job. It's up to you, because you
are responsible for your own destiny -- no matter whether it's work, family,
marriage or finance.

This is why you don't want to buy a former small rental car with a stick shift.
Fathers rent the cars to teach their kids how to operate the shift -- so they won't
ruin their own car. They have no ownership in the car, and so they don't care how
it works out.

You, however, care how things work out -- your life is your own, and how well
you manage your ownership of that life will dictate the amount of success you
achieve.
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