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Family-like workplaces no substitute for real thing

Fans of “The Office” know the feel-
ing: their own skin crawling, yet again,
as boss Michael Scott gets entirely too
personal with an underling. Romance,
choice of apparel, weight — you name
it —it’s all sidesplitting fair game for
Steve Carrell’s brilliantly drawn char-
acter. But peel back the veneer just
atad, and you see how Dunder Mif-
flin Inc.’s Scranton branch has been
fashioned, sadly and un-
healthily, into surrogate
family by Scott.

Meanwhile, “Law and
Order” served up 20 sea-
sons of an entirely differ-

ent workplace: virtually  KATHY

sterile more for their own sakes than

for any knowable purpose — can stifle

creativity and go against humanity’s
ain.

I'm calling for neither the end of
supportive work settings nor the aboli-
tion of sound workplace policies with
teeth. 'm making a case for the fertile
middle ground: the family-like work
atmosphere.
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itself must remain para-
mount. It requires confi-

reduced to occasional,
passing references.
There’s just no time for that kind of
stuff around the precinct or the D.A.’s
office.

Two extreme cases, to be sure. But
stop and think: which does your work
environment more closely resemble?
Which is healthier?

For me, neither makes the grade.

Too often, I've seen people assign
family roles to colleagues, underlings
and superiors, only to be disappointed
when those relationships disappoint
or struggle when they or someone in
their “work family” leaves. It takes
two to tango here: management that
casts itself unrealistically, or unfairly,
as family replacement or supplement
— no clearly drawn line — and staff
willing and eager to accept.

Conversely, I've seen how over-
regimented environments — rigid and
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dent leadership that un-
derstands the emotional
side of management and is skilled

at wearing different hats for differ-
ent personalities and situations, yet
knows how to establish and maintain
a consistent business-first tone.

Transparency is critical: people
need to understand the family-like
environment’s design and be invested
in maintaining its integrity. Acclima-
tion can start on a new hire’s first day,
where “what it’s like to work here” is
among orientation topics. “Our people
work hard, but have lives and fami-
lies outside of here” is good, if slightly
coded language.

In a family-like workplace, people
feel at ease to speak frankly, to pur-
sue their passion and creativity and
understand that failure is OK, if for
the right reasons. It’s a place where
support is readily available when per-
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sonal issues arise, and, in turn, where
big commitments of time and energy
are expected when required. It’s fam-
ily-like, but not confused for family,
where the professional is nurtured,
and personal growth follows from
achievement appropriately acknowl-
edged and rewarded.

A balanced environment can pay
special dividends to today’s younger
hires, just getting their professional
legs. If being un-friended on a social
network is unpleasant, seeing a col-
league, manager or mentor leave can
be completely upending, especially
when that person didn’t leave volun-
tarily. The more lives are lived, and
friendships made and kept, remotely,
the bigger emotional damage I see for
real-world events like seeing a work
friend terminated.

A self-conscious family-like setting
can create context for such events.
More seasoned team members can
interpret what happened and why, and
help younger hires understand depar-
tures are part of working life — in es-
sence, giving time to mourn the loss,
gain closure and move on, with fam-
ily-like support marked by profession-
al, healthy limits already in place.

Family-like environments are
healthy for small and large work units
alike. The former too easily take on
the characteristics of traditional fami-
lies — simply human nature for ma-
ternal, paternal, warring sibling and
cousin constructs to develop, with
management and staff often equally
culpable. Bigger company techniques
like holding regular meetings and
performance reviews can help bal-
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ance the scales, moving the business
forward and serving as reminders that
this, indeed, is a business, as close knit
as those working in it may be.

For larger companies and work-
groups, family-like can help connect
the rank-and-file to the bigger organi-
zation through regular, frank commu-
nication and access to management,
bridging the “us” and “them” friction
that too readily sparks distrust and
disconnectedness. That hallowed in-
stitution — the company softball team
— isapowerful thing.

In hiring, I look for people suited to
the family-like environment: people
who are not only technically skilled,
but appear to have achieved personal
balance. I call it hiring the citizen:
someone who embodies the values
abusiness holds as paramount, and
seems possessed of a genuine con-
fidence that contributes to a healthy
atmosphere as they move the business
forward.

I’'m by no means lobbying to keep
colleagues from developing personal
relationships. If two people are meant
to be close friends or life partners, that
isaterrific and natural thing.

Family-like environments aren’t
about what goes on between any two
or more particular individuals. Rather,
they are about setting the right tone
for how an organization functions,
what it expects, and what it can, and
cannot, do for those in them.
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Kathy Metts is president of
Maryville-based Impact Associates, a
management consulting and strategic
events firm.
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