ON THE ROAD

By Norm Bowers, Local Road Engineer

Dysfunction Junction

have mentioned before that [ have been making
an effort to become a Renaissance Man. In that
effort I have been expanding my reading from
just roads to other important subjects like water,
sewer and infrastructure in general.

In the December issue of the APWA Reporter a
series of articles entitled “Dysfunction Junction-
the Seven Habits of Highly Dysfunctional
Leaders” caught my attention. These series of
articles were a take-off from Stephen Covey’s
book “The 7 Habits of Highly Effective People.”
Like my effort to become a Renaissance Man
these articles were a tongue-in-cheek way to get
us to start thinking about our own habits. It is

not just individuals. At the county level it is not
unusual for county boards and whole departments
to have some of these dysfunctional habits. This
column briefly summarizes the 7 habits listed in
the APWA articles, the complete articles are in the
December issue of the APWA Reporter that can be
downloaded from the APWA website www.apwa.
net or by clicking here.

The first habit is refusing to make a decision.
Rarely is it an outright refusal but the decision will
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be delayed as long as possible.
Indecision and delay come from
an inherent unwillingness to
accept risk, a reluctance to be
wrong. No one likes to be wrong,
but no one is expected to be

right all the time. It is better to
work in an environment where
leaders quickly and confidently
make decisions that are usually right, rather than
working in an environment where leaders take

no risk and make no decisions unless assured of
being absolutely correct. Not making a decision

is actually a decision which results in delay and
inefficiencies. Micro-managing rather than making
the big decisions is a common issue.
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The second habit is not doing what you say

you will do. In positions of leadership your
credibility and the expectation of follow-through
is paramount. Many times there are little things
we do not follow-through on because we are so
“busy.” We have to build trust with our bosses,
employees and the public, but failure to follow-
through on little things makes a leader look
unreliable. In short, don’t say it if you are not
going to do it.
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The third habit is not doing what you know you
should be doing. We all like doing the fun jobs;

we never put those off, but in the back of our

mind we know there are important and difficult
things we should be doing. Maybe it is a big job,
like planning the work for next year, or talking to
the land owner you know will yell at you. So, we
procrastinate, do busy work, or micro-manage. The
result is we are too busy to get around to doing
what we should be doing.
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The fourth habit is “It Is Not My Job,” which is
evading or not acknowledging responsibility. As
leaders we all have responsibilities, an obligation
to make decisions, to take action, and then hold
ourselves accountable for the outcomes. But too
often we evade responsibility because we fear
failure. We delay making a decision while hoping
it will go away or that someone else will handle
it. Some people avoid responsibility by playing
the victim, and make excuses such as “it rained
too much.” The there is always the excuse when
something goes wrong: “we have always done it
that way.”

The fifth habit is Passive-Aggressive Behavior.

In simple terms passive-aggressive behavior

is avoiding direct confrontation. A passive-
aggressive person does not communicate his
position, but drags his feet, shows no enthusiasm
for the job, and finds ways to sabotage a decision
they do not agree with. Leaders need to be
assertive and clearly and respectfully communicate
a position to their superiors and to those they
supervise.
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The sixth habit is Avoiding Blame, or in other
terms, blame shifting or passing the buck. The
basic motivation for this habit is an easy one to
understand-everyone wants to be liked. It can seem
easy to blame bad things on higher authorities or
others. “The Boss” is easy to blame for unpopular
policies, while you can take the credit for the good
things. One problem with this tactic is that the
leader comes across as a lackey carrying around
other people’s orders rather than actually being a
leader.

The seventh habit is Resume Building. We

all know people that spend more time making
themselves look good rather than doing their job.
Subordinates will quickly recognize self-serving
behavior such as flattering or kissing up to the
boss. Leadership is about bringing out the best in
others and your organization, not about making
yourself look good.

As I mentioned at the beginning of this column,
this was a tongue in cheek way to encourage us to
examine our own habits to see if we can improve
as leaders. This was a brief summary, see the
December issue of the APWA Reporter to read the
full article. Thanks to APWA for allowing me to
use their graphics and summarize their articles. ®

If you like roads, and who doesn’t, you may be
interested in my twice monthly email on current
road issues and road items of statewide interest. If
you would like to receive these emails just send me
an email request with name and title at bowers @
kansascounties.org .
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