Aliens among us: Sometimes social network analysis does not work

You’ve met them, seen them and talked to them.  The ones that I recognize instantly are women who seem to live a gifted life.  They are usually, but not always petite, usually slender and pretty, with lots of hair and a stylish flair to their clothes and jewelry.  Men love them.  Women either love them or hate them – there are very few who just feel neutral about them.  They float through life, either untouched or ennobled by tragedies that touch them.  They are intelligent, hard-working, talented, interesting to talk to and kind.  They may or may not be athletic or artistic or domestic, but whatever domain they enter, whatever it is that they are passionate about, they are successful at it.  In retrospect, I suspect that many of the “in crowd” that I encountered in various levels of school [and marveled at haplessly] were these actually the training or embryonic phase of this life form.  I have met several of these gossamer creatures in my work career.   Bosses dote upon them, tending to promote them into jobs that are highly visible, very flexible and protected with good incomes.  There -- because they are smart and able, with exemplary social skills -- they flourish, very often adding a great deal of value to the corporate culture.  The rest of the organization watches, stupefied, unable to duplicate their success or determine it’s source, and sometimes cattily muttering about a personal relationship with the boss.

And are their male equivalents invisible to me?  These women do get married, and have children.  There must be male counterparts to these creatures or they couldn’t breed – could it be that I have been taken in and so bedazzled by the aura of the males that I have failed to recognize them?  That is an extremely uncomfortable thought for me!   

Most of these life forms [whether male or female, but I will continue to talk about the female of the species here since they are the ones that I am confident that I have identified] have ignored me or dealt with me as they had to as I have met them – it would seem that my angst-ridden, cynical albeit whimsical, worldview is inimical to their life style and possibly their existence.  I, on the other hand, do not deal with them very effectively at all.  I am appalled at the simple existence of such beings.  Appalled and humbled at a very personal level, rendered tongue-tied and awkward when in their presence, left questioning the dross of my own being.  It is not that I am jealous – I do not wish that their good fortune is less – but I am deeply, personally envious.  From what wellspring flows their essence?  How do they charm the people, especially the men around them?  Bewildered, hurt by the fact that they dismiss me so quickly, I tend to fall silent when they are about, or start making sarcastic and sometimes nasty comments about whatever subject they are discoursing upon – which of course highlights the differences between us and creates animosity.  

For some reason, CFBank [a small community bank where I worked for 12+ years that was merged out of existence in 1999] harbored three of the women, and two more half-breeds that were equally beloved, but not quite as capable in their chosen domain.    I had to work very closely with all of them over the course of my career there.  And I had to let go one of my most closely held, protected belief – which was that these women were somehow not deserving of their successes, that their positions and pay were the result of some blindness or spell that they cast.  No, like it or not, whatever good fairy was attendant upon their birth, the women that I worked with were truly intelligent and canny – and usually very nice, alas!  I would’ve felt much better about myself if somehow I could’ve felt superior in one aspect or another!  We got along very well – which is another tribute to their social skills, not mine.  I was included in invitations to their home, met their families and participated in social gatherings with them – both work and non-work related.  They were truly great people to work for and with and I enjoyed their company for as long as it was vouchsafed to me.   And when they were criticized in the organization, disparaging comments made about their golden existence I rushed to defend them, pointing out their knowledge, skills and abilities – which somewhat damaged my social standing with the critical mass.  I was labeled a sell-out, and a wanna-be, which stung me to tears more than once.  Although I could safely and absolutely dismiss the implication that I was toadying up to these women for the purpose of personal and/or professional gain, in the deep recesses of my soul, I have to admit that I desperately desire to be so well thought of.

One of these women actually is the cause of two personal ah-has.  

First:  Judy is one of the nicest people that I have ever met in my life.  Judy has met my entire family, and I have met her family – in fact, it was my daughter who finally identified Judy as an alien.  No real human being could possible be that nice, argues Gem, so it stands to reason that she is an alien life form.   It was an answer to a puzzle that has been nagging at me for years – I think Gem has hit the nail on the head!  

Second:  Judy was my co-worker, and when she decided that she had enough of change and resigned after 17 years in the loan department to watch her grandchildren, she triggered my personal development in knowledge management.  In fact, I have told the tale of Judy more than once, but to briefly summarize here  -- as she prepared to leave, I realized that she possessed knowledge of our customers and their relationships that no one else in the loan department or the bank as a whole had.  I panicked – I didn’t even know enough about what she knew to ask intelligent questions and she did not know enough about what I wanted to know to just give me the information.  So, I went online, plaintively asking everywhere that I could think of, “how do I know what I don’t know?”  Didn’t take me long to find practitioners of knowledge management and knowledge ecology, et al.

At one point in time I even considered one of the women as a personal friend.  That is a designation that I am not at all quick to give another being; I do not make friends quickly or lightly.  Born of the stresses and strains of a rapidly changing organization, for a brief period of time, I was privileged to provide some organizational and emotional support to one lady.  She is one of the few people who have been to my home, and my husband [who tends to be a bit of a curmudgeon] was to her’s.   Alas, it did not last – and to this day I do not know why.  A gentleman who has stayed in close contact with each of us can only say that the relationship shifted and changed and that I failed to pick up the signal that it had done so.  Because I did not hear the handwriting on the wall, I caused damage by blithely barging forward in the same matter, tearing asunder the binding ties and creating ill will in my wake.  The result?  She stopped speaking to me completely, and now, some years later, could care less what happens to me or mine.  I, on the other hand, am still curious about her.

What have I learned from this?

Social network analysis is one tool – not “the” answer to implementing organizational development.

Many times it is these gifted beings that are chosen by organizations to be on teams, working on new projects and initiatives.  These are the people that are considered nodes – linked to many individuals and to the powers that be.  One of the five women that I just mentioned at CFBank was included without fail in every single study, committee, and survey – usually two or three of them since they worked in different departments.  When you are dealing with your own organization, or if you are coming into a new organization, you need to be aware that gaining the cooperation and buy-in of these beings is not the same as getting the commitment of the real people.   In fact, you might alienate more people than you gain, especially if you choose one of these gossamer beings as your spokesperson.

Sometimes it is the loner or maverick that has the most innovative ideas.  These folks are not necessarily good with social networking and take some cultivation.  They do not have the hear of the powers that be and may be linked to only one other person – and if the person that they are linked to is not attuned to their potential, they will either languish or leave, in either case diminishing your intellectual capital.

People take things personally, even in a business context, and in ways that you cannot pre-determine.  And the consequences in lost productivity and effectiveness are vast.  You have to allocate resources to monitoring and facilitation if you want to ensure cooperation – human resources is a vital need for strategic planning and organizational development, not a necessary evil.

And lastly – there are indeed aliens among us.  And I am not one of them, mores the pity!

