Agreed to death

Too many ‘yes’ men can doom a company to failure, experts warn

By George Frey
Staff Wniter

Did wou ever thank, A change would do me good™
Well, some cxperis agree iU migh actwally save your busi-
ness, Exccucives boware: i your associaics are agrecmp
with you all the time, 1 could be dengerous o your caneer
and the future of Your company

Try reading Muchivelli's The Prince apgain. You
could become aware Lhal someone is ploting against you
ur the management [Eam ol your compiny s composed of
Lyranls, and as & resall, nothing construstive will éver hap-
PN L your company,

The broad wnderstanding of the concep of the “ves”
man was explored in the [950s novel The Man in te Gran
Flamee! Suir by Sloan Wilson, which was o story about the
strugele of young Americans against the pressures of con-
Formicy an life, and wat based in pan oo Mr. Wilson's own
life as @ retwrming World War 11 vet who worked in a pub-
lishing company. The main characier i the book, Tom
Kath (played by Gregory Feck in the film version) sees his
derusg i the constsnt pursuil of malenal wealth and the
pursuit of the suburban drcam.

“Without talking much abowt jt, (Tom and his wife
Bewsy) both began o think of the house as a vop, and they
no more engoyed refurbishing 11 than & prisonsr would de-
lighd an shiming up the bars of s cell,” Mr. Wilson wroie
abpy his best-selling novel, As the novel unfolds, Tom is
hownded by hus own and his wife's nod for malenal pos-
sessions and. as a resull, wikes 4 position ar o company thal
he dislikes and whose philosophy he disagrees with, 1o ad-
vanes his own self intzrest and sansiy his gnoed.

The scenano invented by Mr. Wilson is the classic
hreeding ground Tor the archetypal “yes"™ man, You know
the kind of person I'm taking aboul He or she is quick 1o
agree without giving any thought to whot's being sasd, as
long as the boss is te one who is saying il “Go aleng
zel along™ is another phruse that comes 1o mind in the
high-sizkes gume of corporate ongupmanship.

The characier Tom became o “ves” man ond lost his
wentity. In woday’s competitive busiacss warld, o com-
pany wilthi oo many “yea™ men runs the oisk of wial obliv-
.

=l think I see it a lot iy the busimess comumunity,” sad
Hurwirs Swan of the Swin Group, o iechiical iecruiling
firm in Somerville. “They don't challenge the peopie
abowe them. They don't think for themselves. Thic is a
el threat to the company.”

Aceording to Ms. Swan, the “ves” man aiuede has 1o
come (rom st 1op down The managemant leam ol every
company has 10 make an effon o discounyee that Kind of
hehovior, “The feeling showld be that it is all fight 1o think
for voursell” she explinned. “Exccutives should not feel
chalienged by the people who think for themselves and
disapree with others. | see it all around me. "Yes" men ane
4 threat 1o a whale company because they slifle svervone
else”

lmdeed, Ms. Swan sud, cempanies are reolly missing
out becouse they don't encourage people w diszpree. Al-
though she docs agree that everyone has 1w agree 1o some
exlent, and that she isn't suggesting being arpumentative
or nasty as o way o get ahead in business, but, a2 the same
timme, it isn't good 1o ke the path of the least resistance in
every kind of siwatien, Ofien the employce can become
dissatisficd or even jaded ad a company if he or she thinks
they always have to agree with a siuation that they know
I3 WIORE

M3 Swan sawd thay she had just heard of an instance
where a person at a company hod been given a project by
managers iwo levels above her which she wid she disa-
preed with, This cmplovee staved her disagreements 1o
those managers, who she said contimeed o insist that she
complete the project. Finally the employee was granted
the OpPORURILY 0 dake her case for onc hour after one
week's preparation,

The anc-hour meeting was atlended by 1wo levels of
managers o business unit people. When the dissenung
vmployee amived ol the meelng, she said the looks on
people’s Tuces indicaled fo her that fer presentation was
futile. Hut. by the end of her preseatation, she sad those in
uttendance had a bot of questions to sk and wound up re-
vorsing their previous decision entirely

“The president or the CEO sets the tone for

the rest of the company. It's not what the
leader says, it's what employees see them
do. Shouting and cutting them off will
only encourage people to hire people that
will comply with them even if you your-

self aren’t a ‘ves’ man.’

Exacafive Coach and Certilied Management Consultant,
Renaissance Group, Mow Brunswick

John MeCrea

The moral of the story s thil. despite o somelmes
nard fight, it is begier to speak your mind, Ms. Swan said.
In this case, the empleyee and the managemeni team
wound up getlng Lthe besi possible outcome because she
forced o discussion of the situation, she said.

John MeCrea, an executve coach and cemufied man-
spement consulint with Rensissance Resource Group in
Mew Brunswick, echocd Ms. Swan's remarks,

"“This is something that drives a company out of busi-
ness,” Mr. McCrea said, "We really say il we atiend a
meeling within a depanment or & campany and everyons
aprees with the boss and then that business doesn't get any
new ideas.”

Mr. McCrea recounted an onecdote aboul a sitaation
he came across as a consultant to illustrale the “yes” man
phenomenon. 1 remember going 1o o client where for 20
years the manager had brought in all the employees and
rin the place like a listle Napoleon and he wouldn't ever
let anyone disogree,” he said. “He left 1o stan his awn
company and, o3 soan a3 that happened, you eould sec a
change in the place. New ideas came 1o the table, and peo-
ple wanied 1o iy new things.”

If bosses don’t accept disagreement, they don’t have
deflend their positions, contneed Mr. McCrea, and em-
ployees will be seen as troublemakers if they disagree.
Wery often people at the wp arc o blame for the leck of
sceeplance of new ideas snd that's whcre at's most deadly,
he said, *The president or the CEQ scts the wone lor the
rest of the company. 10's not what the leader says, it's what
employees see them do. Shouung asd cwiung them ol
will only encou people to hire peaple that will compls
with them mnlﬁ?ﬂu yourself mren’ta “ves” man,” g

As a way 10 avoad Sitwatsons like thes, Mr. MeCrea rec-
ommended thal eacdutives should never sumound them-
sclves with the samc kind of people. but promaie peonly
that arc differemt from themsclves 10 witsck whatever o 1
that you wie working on. Mr. McCres wsed an esample
from his career wo illustrate hus paint.

*“1 promoted an individual who wally desapreed wan
me and 1 gave him the title of assistant to the gencral man-

ager because | knew tha ol was importan o be forced Lo
thank dilferently.” Mr. McCrea said. “He always categon-
cally disagreed with me and thai brought ou the worsl m
him. | kpew that he Jisliked me. and invariobly, he would
disagree with me and the swff w all meetngs, and we
didn’t like that about him. But the good thing aboul huving
somcone ke thal who always disagrees with vow st
you always have o defend your position. 'We necded that
persan 1o shore up our godad poinis. You couldn’l come
o the safl mesting with a weak preouss. Divergent
thinking 15 wlways key, You should always ask why peo-
ple are thinking the way they think."

The “yes™ men aren't as prevalent in oday s busmess
culture, our expens agreed, bul companies have o contin-
ue 1o stragple every day o nol be complacent and 1o con-
stanthy guesion why those companics do what they da,
Challenging the stalus quo should be 3 1op prionty al ev-
ery company or the resulung stagnateon will kill even the
most successlul cmerprises.

‘The feeling should be that it is all right to
think for yourself, Executives should not
feel challenged by the people who think

for themselves and disagree with others. ]

see it all around me. "Yes’ men are a threat
to a whole company because they stifle

everyone else.’
Barbara Swan

Founder and Presiden!, Swan Group, Somerville
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