
Operating Styles: Sociability in the Workplace 

A manager’s operating style is generally regarded as the single most important factor in working successfully with employees (Whetten and Cameron). A worker’s consistent pattern of behavior when attempting to interact with others in an organization as his or her’s   operating style. However, the term “operating style” is used in this book to refer to the special system described in this paper , and the instrument called Operating Styles Profile (OSP). 
Certain decisions that people make are predictable from what is popularly called their personal, leadership, or behavioral style; being able to predict a person's decisions allows you to understand how others may respond to a variety of directions, opportunities, challenges, and changing conditions.  It may be, also, that certain operating styles are more conducive to accomplishing certain types of organizational and personal goals. 

Operating Styles

The classification of ways of interacting with others in work settings, described here, called operating style, uses four dimensions:  (1)  sustaining tendencies, (2)  initiating tendencies, and (3)  relational concerns and (4)  notional concerns.  These dimensions combine to make a four-cell matrix of operating styles  (Figure 1).


Initiating tendencies are revealed when a person takes the first step to begin something, and shows energy and direction in bringing about the action.  A person with initiating tendencies is usually active, looking to get things done, and pushing things forward.


Sustaining tendencies are revealed when a person gives support, endures without failing or yielding, and helps others to continue their actions. A person with sustaining tendencies is usually committed to minimizing conflict and promoting the happiness of everyone.  They are often thorough and able to bear up under pressure.


Relational concerns focus on the emotional connections between human beings. A person reveals relational concerns by placing value on people and caring for them. A person with relational concerns is people-oriented and non-aggressive.
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Figure 7. 1 Operating Styles



Notional concerns focus on ideas, objects, and abstract conceptions.  A person who reveals notional concerns places value on things and data, often appears aloof and cool, and may prefer to work alone.


Combinations of initiating tendencies and relational concerns produce a Dealer style, whereas combinations of sustaining tendencies and notional concerns produce a Holder style. On the other hand, combinations of initiating tendencies and notional concerns result in a Mover style.  Finally, combinations of sustaining tendencies and relational concerns result in a Giver style.


Movers are very results oriented and love to run things their own way.  They manage time and are efficient, but they are often viewed as unfeeling and threatening in their relationships with others.  Movers make sure the job is done and are often impatient with others or policies that stand in their way.


Dealers are very diplomatic, socially outgoing, imaginative, and friendly.  Dealers get things going, but may settle for less than the best in order to get on to something else.  They have creative ideas but may be less likely to follow through to get a task done.  Dealers tend to value information that gives them power to manage the situation so they can realize their goals in a socially acceptable way.


Holders are problem solvers and like to get all the data before making decisions.  Some say they are thorough but others say they are slow.  These people like to work alone, value conceptual skills, and, interpersonally, may seem aloof and cool.  They value information that allows them to make substantive decisions on the basis of fact and evidence.


Givers value interpersonal relations.  These people try to minimize conflict and promote the happiness of everybody.  They are seen by many as accommodating and friendly, while some see them as wishy-washy and nice.  They like to please others and rely on others to give directions about how to get their work done.


Operating style represents a holistic approach to understanding the patterns of interaction between people in workplaces.  Having patterns in the way you interact with others provides a degree of predictability and confidence in what you say and do, making your interactions more comfortable.  In terms of dynamism, however, it is the unpredictable, uniqueness, and challenge that produces energy and excitement. Thus, it may be important to look at your own style and see whether you can add some variety by shifting from your dominant style to at least a complementary style from time to time in order to maintain excitement in your relationships with colleagues.


Dynamism is enhanced through a fine combination of predictable style and interesting ventures into the slightly unpredictable arena of other patterns.  You may in fact cherish the opportunities you have to engage in some role-taking and experience something other than your routine way of interacting. To get a glimpse at your preferred style, complete the Operating Styles Profile in Appendix I, which is a new and creative approach to identifying operating styles using an instrument based on fifteen sets of four metaphors each.


Metaphors structure complex situations by highlighting certain elements and obscuring others. Metaphors transport conceptions of the familiar to the less familiar and clarify topics for which we may not otherwise have language to express them. Bednar and Hineline in a review of the literature on the meaning and uses of metaphors, indicated that they are “a language device that influences both what and how we perceive.”  The “metaphor frames a particular image or ‘picture’ of reality and provides focus” while at the same time “provides a release from old, entrenched interpretations” that break away from traditional modes of thinking and behaving (pp. 10-12).  


Metaphors help us think by succinctly chunking together certain characteristics and transferring them from one thing to another without enumerating the characteristics, thus providing a compact and coherent whole. Metaphors tend to be highly memorable because they tend to be novel and vivid as well as succinct. One way to understand how a person feels when trying to make sense of a difficult passage in a technical book is  to explain that reading that book is like hitting something on the road while driving at night; you know that you’ve come across something, but you don’t know exactly what it is.


The critical role of operating style in the enhancement of dynamism and vitality in organizations make it important to be able to get an accurate vision of your own style so that you have some good information on which to build in making adjustments, modifications, and shifts. You may not be able to change your habitual operating style a great deal; but, with a clear idea of which style you feel most comfortable, you may make small adaptations to make your style more amenable to others. At the same time, with a sense of your own style, you may anticipate how others will respond to you, allowing you to adjust to minimize negative effects. 

Conclusion


In this paper, the concept of operating style has been discussed and a model of operating styles that includes four dimensions—initiating-sustaining and relational/notional—that results in a matrix of four distinct styles—mover, dealer, holder, giver—was introduced. As one of the elements of personal dynamism, a person’s operating style is important to study and master. 
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