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“HOW AM I SUPPOSED TO WORK WITH HER?’:
THE “ACCIDENTAL ADVERSARIES” STORYLINE

BY PHILIP

PART 1 OF 2

This article outlines the basic storyline of the
“Accidental Adversaries” systemic structure.
The Toolbox article in a subsequent issue of
THE SYSTEMS THINKER will explore this
dynamic in greater detail.

E uilding solid partnerships presents
a perplexing challenge for organ-
izations—and individuals—today. Man-
agers are becoming increasingly aware
that strong relationships among
coworkers, team members, depart-
ments, and even companies and their
vendors are essential for organizations
to thrive. When relationships are
healthy, people can direct their energies
toward revenue-generating activities.
‘When relationships are weak, however,
energy 1s dissipated as people focus
their efforts on politicking, self-protec-
tion, and destructive game-playing.

But being aware of the need for
strong connections does not bring
them about. If anything, despite our
best intentions, we seem to be losing
the capacity to build and maintain
productive relationships: Marriages are
breaking down, teams are falling apart,
departments are stuck in conflict, and
business partners are spending more
time covering their flanks than gener-
ating value. Despite the best intentions,
time and again, friends become ene-
mies—a dynamic known as “Acciden-
tal Adversaries.”

The Dynamics of Breakdown

In any relationship, each party has his
or her own purpose. Some of the
things you do contribute to my achiev-
ing my objectives and others get in my
way. Often the “getting in the way”
occurs when you inadvertently make
my life more difficult while pursuing
your own goals. In response, I might set

RAMSEY AND

up safeguards for future interactions.
These safeguards end up making your
life more difficult. You then take action
to protect your interests, unintention-
ally obstructing me in turn.

In this case, we have fallen into
the “Accidental Adversaries” struc-
ture—a reinforcing cycle in which we
act in our own self-interest and
impede one another. But why is it so
easy to lose sight of our mutual goals?
Writing in The Fifth Discipline, Peter
Senge suggests that learning is often
disabled by a pattern of thinking he
calls “the enemy is out there.” For
instance, I can usually find evidence
that you are to blame for problems in
our relationship. In a work situation, if
you miss an agreed-upon deadline for
completing your end of a project,
may reproach you for your lack of
accountability. Casting the blame on
you absolves me of any responsibility
for the delay and reduces the possibil-
ity that I might act to put things right.

At the same time, because of my
reprimand, you may become defensive.
Just as I can find ways to blame you
for the delay, you can always find ways
to blame me—you may believe that
my poor instructions made your task
more time-consuming than it needed
to be. This kind of “tit-for-tat” blaming
plays an important role in making rela-
tionships go wrong.

Another element that often
undermines partnerships is “either/or”
thinking. Depending on whether I
most often notice the things you do
that please me or those that annoy me,
I classify you as “good” or “bad,”
“trustworthy” or “untrustworthy.” The
combination of “tit-for-tat” blaming
and “either-or” thinking can under-
mine even the best-intentioned
alliance. We may sense that we should
be working together, but we feel that
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we have little choice but to protect
ourselves. After all, we each think that
the other is to blame for any difficul-
ties, and our “either/or” thinking pre-
vents us from noticing the good that
we are also doing for one another.

Bumps in the Road

‘What lessons can we take from these
dynamics? Although it is tempting to
think that we can sort out our dis-
agreements by finding out “who
started it,” this approach is unlikely to
help us break out of the vicious cycle
in which we’ve become trapped. The
answer to that query is likely shrouded
in the mists of time and a perplexing
lack of bad motive on anyone’s part.
And posing the question merely rein-
forces the blaming activity.

If we are to resist the tendency to
fall into adversarial relationships, we
need to accept that, from time to time,
we will inadvertently obstruct one
another. The good news is that we can
choose to focus attention on the bene-
fits that we offer one another, and we
can cultivate our capacity to act in
selfless rather than self-interested ways.
For this to happen, we need to form
relationships with those whom we
trust to be like-minded. Then, if we do
encounter bumps in the road, we can
work together to get to our destina-
tion without undermining the quality
of our relationship or the pleasure we
take in the journey. @

Philip Ramsey teaches organizational learning and
training and development at Massey University in
New Zealand. He is the author of several books,
including the Billibonk series (Pegasus Communi-
cations). Rachel Wells is currently completing her
master’s degree in human resource management at
Massey University. She is particularly interested in
research into the creation of learning environ-
ments at work.
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WOBBLING TO SUCCESS BY MANAGING THE
“ACCIDENTAL ADVERSARIES” DYNAMIC

BY PHILIP

PART 2 OF 2

The first article in this series (THE SYSTEMS
THINKER,V | IN8) outlined the basic storyline
of the “Accidental Adversaries” systemic struc-
ture.This article explores the dynamic in
greater detail.

ship that you just knew could
be better? Or one that required hard
work to maintain because of its mer-
curial ups and downs? The “Acciden-
tal Adversaries” systemic structure can
help us understand how people,
teams, and organizations who should
be working in partnership can end up
bitterly opposed, despite their best
intentions.

m ave you ever been in a relation-

From the Bedroom . ..

How might two people who view
themselves as “playing for the same
team” find themselves acting as adver-
saries? Consider an example from the
homefront. Maria and John have been
married for five years. As their rela-
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tionship matured, their levels of inti-
macy and trust blossomed (see Trajec-
tory A in “The Ups and Downs”).
More recently, however, they have
been riding an emotional roller-
coaster ride, as indicated by Trajectory
B. What is going on?

As shown in “The Accidental
Adversaries Trap” on p. 7, this roller-
coaster behavior is caused by shifts in
the dominance of two reinforcing
processes. During the good times, the
“Healthy Relationship” loop (R1) is
dominant. John and Maria’s quality of
life is high, and each acts in ways that
contribute to his or her partner’s
well-being. When R1 is in full flight,
the quality of the relationship heads
upward.

From time to time, however,
Maria or John takes actions that unin-
tentionally disturb the other party. For
instance, when faced with stress at
home or in the office, John withdraws
because it makes him feel better (B2).
Maria then becomes irritated by
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As a relationship matures, the partners’ levels of intimacy blossom (Trajectory A). However, it is easy
to slip into an adversarial relationship leading either to an exhausting roller-coaster ride (Trajectory
B) or to a break-up (Trajectory C).Trajectory D represents the wobbly—yet continuous—improve-
ment in the relationship that can result from managing the “Accidental Adversaries ”dynamic.
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John’s unwillingness to talk through
what is on his mind. She copes with
the situation by venting her frustra-
tion with periodic bursts of anger or
tears (B3). However, her outbursts
disturb and confuse John, leaving him
to wonder what he did wrong.The
couple falls into a vicious cycle that
undermines the quality of their rela-
tionship— the “Dysfunctional Rela-
tionship” loop (R4).

If asked to account for the ups
and downs of their relationship, John
and Maria are likely to give an event-
level explanation that focuses on spe-
cific incidents. The “Accidental
Adversaries” structure highlights what
is counter-intuitive to them: that their
actions contribute to the behavior that
they so dislike in their partner.
Although they ultimately work things
out, the result of this see-saw pattern
of behavior is that John and Maria
aren’t as close as they would like to be.

The “Healthy Relationship” loop
operates while the pair’s behavior is
team-centered. As the “Dysfunctional
Relationship” loop takes hold, Maria
and John both focus more and more
on their own quality of life, becoming
increasingly self-centered. If R4 were
to remain dominant, the quality of
the relationship would be thoroughly
undermined (Trajectory C in “The
Ups and Downs”): Maria and John
would have inadvertently become
adversaries. If this situation were to
persist, they might eventually split up.
But because they value their relation-
ship, they have a pattern of regular
“clearing the air” spats. These discus-
sions help them to recognize their
own contribution to the miserable
situation, and lead them to resolve to
act differently in the future. Domi-
nance shifts from R4 back to R1, at
least for a time.
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Chances are that you have seen the
same dynamics occurring between
groups within organizations. For
instance, have you noticed how the
human resources function in many
companies often finds itself in an
adversarial role with the groups that it
is attempting to support? This service
role should be the basis for strong,
trusting relationships—so what goes
wrong? To map the structure, you
might want to redraw “The Acciden-
tal Adversaries Trap” with HR in place
of John and your own function in
place of Maria (you can compare your
diagram to the authors’ version at
www.pegasuscom.com/hrloop.html).

In the “Healthy Relationship”
loop (R1), HR ofters high-quality
services that contribute to your
group’s success. In response, your
group relies more heavily on HR,
bringing them success and allowing
them to extend the range of services
they provide. These new offerings
help to boost your department’s pro-
ductivity.

Too often, though, the internal
loops of the “Accidental Adversaries”
structure (B2, B3, and R4) shape the
relationship. HR responds to breaches
of regulations that put the company
at risk—and threaten their success—
by instituting a policy that restricts
your group’s autonomy. Your group
may believe that this policy interferes
with its ability to conduct business—
HR should be supporting your initia-
tives instead of hampering them! The
group might side-step the constraints
and continue to do what it wants to
do. HR then feels even more threat-
ened by your policy breaches, leading
them to step up their restrictions.
Soon, your departments are trapped
in an ongoing power struggle—to the
detriment of the organization as a
whole.

Out of Adversity

‘What lessons does the “Accidental
Adversaries” structure hold for those
wanting to build strong partnerships?
Clearly, it is easy to slip into an adver-
sarial relationship leading to either an
exhausting roller-coaster ride (Trajec-
tory B) or a break-up (Trajectory C).

The challenge is to strengthen the
“Healthy Relationship” loop, allowing
it to remain dominant.

One way to do so is for the par-
ties in a relationship to avoid acting
solely in their own interests, instead
doing things that contribute to the
other person’s success. This selfless
approach would mean that John
would learn how to talk openly
rather than withdraw, and Maria
would learn how to handle her frus-
trations in new ways.

The risk involved is that one
party might take advantage of the
other. And in many situations, people
or departments cannot give up
actions that may bring them into
conflict with others. For instance, HR.
cannot ignore regulatory breaches—it
must find ways of maintaining con-
structive relationships with other
groups while protecting the interests
of the entire company.

More enduring results can come
from both encouraging selflessness in
the relationship and weakening key
links in the “Dysfunctional Relation-
ship” loop (see the dotted arrows in
“The Accidental Adversaries Trap”).

THE ACCIDENTAL

ADVERSARIES

Managing the relationship involves
each party (1) recognizing that the
other is going to do things for them-
selves from time to time, and (2)
learning to observe the consequences
without assuming bad intent by their
partner. This approach allows for
some wobble in the relationship
without allowing the “Dysfunctional
Relationship” loop to become domi-
nant. Trajectory D in “The Ups and
Downs” represents the wobbly—yet
continuous—improvement in rela-
tionships that can result when part-
ners act with insight into this
systemic structure.

Strong partnerships are essential
for learning. The “Accidental Adver-
saries” structure illustrates the need to
work at building relationships, rather
than letting them fall into adversarial
conflict by default. B

Philip Ramsey teaches organizational learning and
training and development at Massey University in
New Zealand. He is the author of several books,
including the Billibonk series (Pegasus Communi-
cations). Rachel Wells is currently completing her
master’s degree in human resource management at
Massey University. She is particularly interested in
research into the creation of learning environ-
ments at work.
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During the good times, John and Maria ’s quality of life is high, and each acts in ways that contribute to
his or her partner’s well-being (R1). However, when faced with stress, John withdraws because it makes
him feel better (B2). Maria becomes irritated and copes with the situation by venting her frustration
(B3).The couple falls into a vicious cycle that undermines the quality of their relationship (R4).
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