Humans in the System

by G. Michael Clark
As I sit in my 16th floor office and look eastward out my window, I can see the construction site just down the street.  It takes up most of a city block.  They say it is going to be a new hotel, but right now it is a randomly-contoured expanse of dirt.  A single, lonely bulldozer is moving that dirt around according to some design that I cannot completely perceive. As I watch the machine do its job, I find myself envying its operator.
That guy gets to do some things in his job that are denied to me in mine.  He gets to come to work every day knowing exactly what needs to be done.  He gets to use his skill at manipulating his machine to accomplish his clearly defined objectives.  At the end of his day, as he walks away from his work, he gets to turn around, observe the changes he has made in the face of the Earth, and to say to himself, “That is what I accomplished today.”  I imagine he is very satisfied.
He gets to do all that, and feel good about it, because he works with dirt.  The same satisfactions are denied to me, because I work with people.
In my corporate-executive-type job I supervise people, and what is worse, I work in Human Resources.  “People are our business,” a long-ago mentor once opined, expecting me to be excited.  (At my then-young age, I was.)

I used to tell folks that I went into Human Resources because people are nuts.  Then after pausing to watch eyebrows raise, I would go on to explain that I meant “nuts in a good way,” as if there were something delightful and exciting about the most unpredictable variable in the universe, the human being.
Nowadays I look out my window and wish I was working with dirt instead.
When I come to work in the morning I have an illusion of a plan of what needs to be done.  That illusion is usually dispelled in the first 30 minutes by some unforeseen, and decidedly human, crisis.  As the day wears on I surrender all semblance of acting according to a plan, and bounce instead from one human situation to another.  At the end of the day I float downstairs on the elevator, mentally exhausted from my work, but unable to look back and clarify in my mind just what it was that I accomplished.
Today while I was doing all that (doing all what?), my friend on the bulldozer cut a smoothly-graded entrance driveway into the Earth, and bordered it with two sublimely contoured berms which flow along the drive’s entire length, then slope quickly downward to where I imagine the hotel’s reception parking will be.  My friend on the bulldozer has no problems, because he has no humans.
That is the problem with my job: there are humans in the system.  They are not smoothly graded, they rarely go where I expect them to, they have no berms to contain their course, and I am never quite sure where they are going to end up.

If your job involves supervising, teaching, or leading human beings, or otherwise expecting them to operate according to some prescribed standard, then you probably share my frustration on occasion.  Take my word, it is even worse in Human Resources.  It makes others say “Geez, I sure wouldn’t want to have your job.”
I learned to take that as a high compliment, because the only other alternative is to read it as “Geez, are you stupid, or what?”

As Forrest said, “Stupid is as stupid does.” 

I once worked with a manager who was embroiled in a sex discrimination complaint.  Halfway through my investigatory interview he exclaimed in frustration, “Ya know, business would be a lot of fun if it weren’t for the god damned people!”

There is no order.  There is only chaos.  There are humans in the system.
Like I said, humans are the most unpredictable variable in the universe.  Fortunately, they are not totally unpredictable.  After more than a quarter-century of dispassionate workplace observation, I have gotten their number, and I am going to share it with you.
At this point you’re probably expecting some erudite psychological analysis, right?

Forget psychology.  Sigmund Freud?  Ha!  Immediately after he discovered cocaine, he wrote a scientific paper proclaiming that the nose was the sexual nerve center of the human body.  And you want to rely on him to explain human behavior?  He was too busy fantasizing about boinking his 22-year old stepmother to come up with anything useful to this discourse.  E tu, Oedipus….
Nah, the answer is not found in psychology.  So, where is it then?

The explanation for all human-induced chaos is printed on a button that I occasionally pin to my lapel.  It says,
All I want is a little more than I ever get.
There it is, plain and simple: the reason why human beings never hold still, why they’re always grappling – in the most unpredictable ways – for whatever it is that they don’t yet have.  Witness:
Some wise-guy publish-or-perish college professor conducts a survey which concludes that employees would rather have flex time instead of a salary increase.  So, we give them flextime and a salary increase.  They say thanks, and come back asking to work four 10-hour days. We give them four 10-hour days, and they come back asking to telecommute for at least three of those days.

You get the idea.  
Of course there is an upside to All I want is a little more than I ever get.  The statement signifies great motivation.  For instance, when the best sales reps walk away from a completed deal, they are simultaneously happy to get the business, yet frustrated because they just know they could have sold a few more widgets, if only…and so they try harder next time. 
Likewise, the best labor negotiators walk away from a completed contract glad that they don’t have to weather a strike, but upset because they should have pushed a little harder to get an additional concession on such-and-so…and so they try harder next time.
But the downsides are overwhelming, especially if you work in Human Resources.  In HR, you are your employer’s internal customer service department, and All I want is a little more than I ever get is, simply, a major pain in the ass.  
It is at the root of nearly every crisis and complaint we ever run across.  That makes it very difficult to see what you have accomplished at the end of your workday, when you spent it in a self-perpetuating cycle of problem/solution/problem/solution/problem, all because somebody(s) didn’t get quite enough.
Then there is another phenomenon, a close corollary to All I want is a little more than I ever get, and it goes like this:

Last year’s gift is this year’s entitlement.

What does that mean?  Here is a short, and true, story:
Fifteen years ago I was the Human Resources Manager at a small electro-mechanical assembly company of about 300 employees, located in a suburb of sunny Cleveland, Ohio.  Back then I was young enough and energetic enough that I actually went out looking for what employees wanted.  Can you believe that?

In addition to the traditional means of soliciting employees’ opinions, I put an employee mailbox out in the factory – one of those country-style boxes with the flag that sticks up, except in this case, we padlocked its door and cut a slot in the top so employees could drop in their suggestions, complaints, etc.
The company also gave me some discretionary employee relations money – about $10,000 each year – to fund various events, gifts, prizes and the like that weren’t a part of our regular benefits.  In my first year I shot most of the discretionary money on providing a turkey to every employee at Thanksgiving.  The employees were delighted.
The following year I spent about the same amount of money on a company-picnic-style clambake for employees and their families.  Again, the employees were delighted.

But right around the beginning of November in that second year, an occasional note started showing up in the employee mailbox: “Will we get a turkey for Thanksgiving this year?”  As usual the notes weren’t signed so I couldn’t answer them individually.
Over the next few days more and more of these notes stared showing up in the box so I made the rounds out in the factory and quietly put out the word that last year’s turkey money had been spent on this year’s clambake.

It didn’t work.  On Friday of the week before Thanksgiving I opened the mailbox and an avalanche of notes poured out.  Someone had pirated a ream of the old green-and-white-striped dot-matrix printer paper and laboriously cut it into 4-inch squares. Then they handed out one square to each employee so each could write a note.  I gathered up all of the notes and took them back to my office.
I sat at my desk, going through the notes one by one.

“Yes, I’d like a turkey please.”

“Yes, I’d like a turkey please.”

“Yes, I’d like a turkey please,” each in different handwriting.  And then, after nearly 200 of those, I got to the message from our resident psychopath:
“GIVE ME A TURKEY OR DIE WHERE YOU STAND!”

Last year’s gift is this year’s entitlement.
There is no order.  There is only chaos.  There are humans in the system.

My friend on the bulldozer has just filled in the trench along the near side of the hotel’s poured-concrete foundation.  He is an artist and the Earth is his marble.  He sculpts with a twenty-ton chisel.
My lovely wife panics every time I bemoan my choice of career and cry out for a simpler, more satisfying vocation.  As I wail on, she sees our home, our travel, our hobbies, and our kids’ college tuition wafting away on the vapor of my fantasy.
I would never do that to her.  However, I am thinking about taking up gardening.  It has dirt, you know.
What?  You want to know if we gave out turkeys again that second year?

Of course not.  As our CFO is fond of saying, “Screw ‘em.  They’re only people.”
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