Careers on Fire: PRIVATE 
The Joe Metaphor 

In the famous musical by Lerner and Loew called Paint Your Wagon, the haunting melody of "They Call the Wind Maria," begins with reference to the names of the elements used in the plains. It says, "Away out here they got a name for wind and rain and fire. The rain is Tess, the Fire is Joe, and they call the wind Maria."

Light Your Fire!


Joe, the fire, is often used as a metaphor to describe how people work in organizations:  "If that person only had a spark," we say, or "He or she should get burning."  When an employee makes a sudden move forward in the organization, we say that "there is a person who has flared up."  Employees who are consistently good performers are often called, "People who burn brightly."  In Kaye's (1990) analysis of types of employees, she explains that productively plateaued employees are those who are recognized and appreciated, but "their fires need to be kept lit" (p. 30).


A fire metaphor is captivating in that it comprises both the virility of disciplined energy and the violence of unrestrained devastation. Each year, areas of the Western United States are ravaged by wild fires, leaving in their wake black and barren hillsides. Although most of the major fires are usually in remote locations, in the summer of 1993, we witnessed the majesty and energy of fire as several relatively small fires consumed the grass and trees along the foothills and in the mountains of the Wasatch range in Central Utah.


As a result of some wayward fireworks, a blaze was ignited in a small canyon a couple of miles to the East of our residence. Through a pair of binoculars we watched the smoke, then the flames, as the fire spurted and lurched up embankments, poised on the end of a precipice, then leaped caverns and consumed grass and trees.


In the evening, the fire glowed and twinkled and encircled the entire mountain.  We stood entranced by the flickering streams of light as they were poised on the farthest peaks of the rocky terrain. The distinct impression, however, was one of strength and energy, a vigor that infused even us observers with excitement. The still, majestic mountain seemed to testify to the power and enthusiasm of the fire by holding the flames high in the sky with a dynamic salute.


People’s work lives are something like prescribed fires, ones that are planned and controlled to achieve particular goals, but that are also affected by factors over which they exercise only slight control at times;  however, if handled well, the fire, and the workers, make wonderful and positive contributions to the environment in which they flourish, and the people acquire a brightness that make their lives more exciting and fulfilling because they too burn brightly. 


To apply fire to a forest in a skillful manner requires an understanding of fire behavior and how it performs to achieve maximum potential in the forest. To skillfully maximize employee excitement requires an understanding of factors that contribute to vitality and dynamism in people and organizations. A conceptual model of personal dynamism in work roles using a fire metaphor yields eight general types of workers, four at each at two different levels:

Highest level:  blazing, billowing, flashing, and raging.

Lowest level: smoldering, flickering, flaring, and flaming.

Each type of worker is defined in terms of his or her position on three of the major work perceptions:  expectations, fulfillment, and performance.  The levels are defined in terms of opportunity; the lowest level of dynamism occurs because workers believe that they lack opportunity in the workplace, whereas the highest level of dynamism occurs because workers believe that they have opportunity in the workplace.  [image: image3.wmf]

Workers whose dynamism is flaming and raging also share similar perceptions of performance, fulfillment, and expectations, but differ on perceptions of opportunity.  Workers whose dynamism is flickering and billowing differ only in terms of low and high perceptions of opportunity.  Lastly, workers whose dynamism is flaring and flashing differ, again, primarily in terms of perceptions that their opportunity in the work place is low and high.

Figure 1.  High Opportunity Careers
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Figure 2.  Low Opportunity Careers


Workers with either low or high levels of opportunity may have similar perceptions regarding expectations, fulfillment, and performance.  For example, smoldering dynamism is characterized by low performance perceptions, low fulfillment perceptions, and low expectations perceptions, and their perceptions of opportunity are also low. In like manner, blazing dynamism is characterized by low performance perceptions, low fulfillment perceptions, and low expectations perceptions, but the worker has high opportunity perceptions.


As useful as prescribed fire is in accomplishing forest management objectives, such as reducing hazardous fuels, preparing sites for seeding and planting, improving wildlife habitat, controlling diseases, improving access to the forest, and enhancing the appearance of the forest, it can also contribute to air pollution.


Dynamism is much the same in organizations; worker dynamism can contribute to the accomplishment of many desirable personal and organizational objectives, such as keeping workers and the organization producing at high levels, reducing both mental and physical stress and strain, improving interpersonal and work relations, and making the organization an overall better place in which to work and live; nevertheless,  dynamism may also have some occasional undesirable consequences. When differences in dynamism do occur among workers, some workers do more, some workers move out, and some workers move down.


Negative effects are handled best when perceptions of work expectations, fulfillment, performance, and opportunities are understood, and when colleagues and managers are informed and supportive, and when plans to counter act the negative effects are available.


As fire experts say about fire, "prescribed burning equals good wildlife habitat," we say that "appropriately cultivated work perceptions equal positive dynamism that makes good workers and organizations."


Managers often dump retardant on workers whose dynamism is blazing, and other workers whose dynamism is flickering have buckets of water thrown on them, while still other workers whose dynamism is just a smoldering tinder are fanned until a full flame appears. Great supervisors set workers on fire, but a few great employees, who burn brightly, run the risk of burning out too soon.


Prescribed fires are affected by several elements: wind, moisture, air mass stability, and firing techniques (Mobley, et al, 1975). 


A worker’s expectations and aspirations are represented by the Wind, which blows and activates workers. As the wind fans a fire, so expectations fan a person's aspirations.


A worker’s fulfillment and freedom are represented by Moisture, which may dampen a person’s spirit; moisture controls the rate of burn or the strength of one’s dynamism. When moisture is too high, fires tend to burn slowly and irregularly, resulting in incomplete burns that don’t meet the desired objectives.  The right amount of moisture allows the fire to proceed under control, but too little moisture may allow a fire to burn out of control. In like manner, the right amount of fulfillment keeps an employee enthusiastic, whereas too little moisture may lead to burnout and too much moisture may dampen and make the fire struggle to even stay lighted.


 A worker's opportunity and sense of moving ahead are represented by air-mass-stability, which affects the strength of convective activity or upward movement. Strong convective activity increases indrafts and results in erratic fire behavior.  Stable air mass tends to control convective activity and produces more uniform burning conditions. Heavy, still air mass smothers convection, and holds smoke and particulate in the lower layers of the atmosphere causing reduced visibility and poor burning conditions. Lack of opportunity, like excessively stable air mass results in little upward activity and some discomfort; however, when the right amount of instability is present, enthusiasm builds, prospects become brighter, but upward movement may occur too rapidly, resulting in erratic behaviors and instability in the worker’s life.


A worker’s performance and desire to do well are represented by Firing techniques, which indicate how fires are started and the actions that nurture the fire and  workers’ performances to keep them alive and burning.  Firing techniques are important. For example, fires either move in the same direction as the wind (head fire), in the opposite direction to the wind (back fire), or at a right angle to the wind (flank fire).  When fires are started against the wind (back fire), different methods are used for getting the fire started and for keeping it active than when fires are started with the wind (head fire).


A worker’s performance must likewise be fired up. Some workers have head fires that impel them to move in fast, intensive, wide areas of influence, and seem driven by powerful winds.  Those workers may not need to be fired up very often. Their actions may depend upon and be affected by the wind (how expectations are met), by the moisture (how fulfilling work circumstances are), and by the air mass stability (whether conditions are appropriate for rapid upward advancement).


Other workers may need to have their dynamism fired up in different ways, depending on whether the opportunities are just right, or whether expectations are creating a wind in the right direction, or whether the lack of fulfillment is causing too much of a dampening effect. Firing techniques can be only as effective as the conditions allow, and the effectiveness of those who are seeking to enhance and sustain dynamism in the organization.

Career Plateauing: A dynamism explanationPRIVATE 


For more than fifteen years, a more than casual interest has been exhibited in the phenomenon known variously as career, managerial, employee, or performer plateauing (Warren, Ference & Stoner, 1975).  Epithets such as managerial malaise, topping out, on the shelf, over the hill, burned out, stomped on and passed over, and peaked  have been used to characterize workers who are no longer considered to be among the group who anticipate having much opportunity (receiving regular promotions, special bonuses, additional responsibility, and increased recognition that leads to prestige and expanded reputations) at work. In other words, the air mass has become too stable for them and they are restricted, limited, and polluted.


Three causes of plateauing have been described in the literature:  (1) the structure of the organization prohibits upward movement, (2) a person's desires for mobility are weak making it unimportant to move upward, and (3) the person's performance is below standard, not allowing the worker to move up. Most models of plateauing, however, use only two variables, performance and potential for advancement (promotion), resulting in a 2 x 2 matrix with four cells showing four types of employees:  Stars who are high on both performance and potential for advancement, Deadwoods who are low on both performance and potential for advancement, Comers or Learners who are low on performance but high on potential for advancement, and Solid Citizens who are high on performance and low on potential for advancement (Figure 3).  Solid Citizens and Deadwood represent types of plateaued employees, one effective and the other ineffective; Stars and Learners are both nonplateaued employees who differ in terms of levels of performance.    
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Figure 3.   Model of Plateauing

 
In an effort to determine the extent to which plateaued and nonplateaued employees differed regarding performance ratings, we divided a sample of employees into two groups based on promotion data--those who had received one or more promotions, whom we called nonplateaued, and those who had not received a promotion while with the company, whom we called plateaued.  The bosses of the employees rated their levels of performance on a seven point scale with seven being high performance.  We attempted to determine whether the employees who had high performance ratings had been promoted and whether the employees who had low performance ratings had not been promoted.  The results were, amazingly, not statistically significant.  In other words, it was just about as likely that a plateaued employee had received a high rating on performance as a nonplateaued employee had. Performance was not a very good predictor of promotion. Poor performers were promoted about as often as high performers.


We also secured ratings from the bosses of the employees on what they thought the employees’ opportunities were for advancement in the organization.  We were able, however, to distinguish between the plateaued employees and the nonplateaued employees on the basis of ratings of opportunity.  That is, workers who were rated high on opportunity were those who received promotions regardless of their performance. Even more interesting was the fact that we could also tell the difference between the two groups of employees on the basis of self‑perceptions of opportunity. That appears to mean that high opportunity workers are aware that they are seen that way and rate themselves as having high opportunity; whereas, low opportunity workers know that they don’t have much opportunity and rate themselves as low in opportunity.


A Work Perceptions Profile was created to get a measure of the four work perceptions ‑‑ performance, opportunity, fulfillment, and expectations. Scores on the WPP were combined to arrive at a single index score for the four variables. We were able to distinguish between plateaued and nonplateaued employees, at a level of statistical significance beyond the .01 level of confidence, using the index score. Thus, high index scores were associated with nonplateaued employees and low index scores were associated with plateaued employees.  Even though the scores differentiated between plateaued and nonplateaued employees at a statistically significant level, several other categories of employees began to emerge.  The result was the creation of a new model of workers in organizations that we call POFE (pronounced pofay).


The POFE Model suggests that the categories of employees shown in the traditional model of plateauing as Stars and Deadwoods and Solid Citizens and Learners actually occupy different levels of opportunity that affect their work differently. As Figure 4 shows, a matrix developed from the four variables results in a two‑level model of four categories each or a total of eight types of employees.


The four sets of perceptions appear to have this type of relationship to one another:  Performance, Fulfillment, and Expectations perceptions tend to determine the size of the blocks or spaces that represent a worker’s life in the organization.


High expectations, high fulfillment, and high performance create large blocks of high dynamism; dynamism is high, wide, and deep, just the kind of enthusiasm for work that most of us would like. Opportunity, a critical variable, represents the power cylinder that drives a worker's movement upward in the organization.  If perceptions of high opportunity are added to perceptions of high expectations, high fulfillment, and high performance, the result is an organizational Star, a high performer who is not plateaued.  A worker is plateaued only when he or she has low opportunity.


Plateaued employees lack opportunity in the organization. For some, loss of opportunity occurs gradually, while others are struck suddenly and forcefully with the awareness that something is not happening on the job.  The new assignment does not come through.  The promotion is delayed and eventually shelved.  The excitement of going to meetings wears off.  Pay raises seem to be leveling off.  The feeling develops that nothing of significance is happening in the work unit.  The worker is in the same job for a much longer time than ever thought possible.  The worker gets anxious, concerned, defensive, and bored at irregular intervals. The worker realizes that his or her work life has hit an excruciatingly low level of inactivity.


The scenario goes something like this: Although you work hard at what you are doing, the results you get are not the same as in the past; they are too routine. You say to yourself that you have been "passed over."  Before long, you catch yourself thinking that the better assignments are going to other people, which verifies the feeling that you are actually passed over.  Then, you are criticized for some small irregularity.  Soon, you think, "I'm being stomped on," and every comment or slight is taken as evidence to support those thoughts.  

Figure 4  POFE Career Model
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Gradually, if not dramatically, you find yourself thinking, "Well, if that's what's happening, I'm not going to do anything."  At that point, you withdraw and find that you are in fact a Dud--that person who has little opportunity, little fulfillment, unmet expectations, and low performance.


The story of employees dropping from comer to dud, from friendly mover to passed over, from fast tracker to stomped on, and from star to good Joe is all too common.  On occasion, we see a spurt from someone who has been passed over but who receives some small opportunity and becomes a friendly mover.  The good Joe is given an opening and shows some of the signs of greatness associated with the star, but then drifts back down the opportunity power line.  The fast tracker who gets stomped on for trying to move toward star too soon is also another tale of sadness and sorrow.


Some support for this dual level model of employee work life is provided by Kaye's model (1980) of categories of plateaued employees.  Four types of plateaued employees are identified:   productively plateaued (Good Joe), passively plateaued (Dud), pleasantly plateaued (Stomped On), and partially plateaued (Passed Over).  Because Kaye's model deals only with plateaued employees and not with the full range of employees, the model does not  provide an analysis of so‑called nonplateaued employees.  Nevertheless, Kaye's description of productively plateaued employees says that they are doers who see possibilities for themselves, whose contributions are recognized and appreciated, and who feel strong loyalties to the organization, but "their fires need to be kept lit" (p. 30).  This seems to imply that the difference between plateaued and nonplateaued employees is the extent to which they show dynamism and vitality in their fullest dimensions.


The Work Perceptions Profile is a measure of worker, career, employee, or performer dynamism that provides a reliable and valid indication of an employee's patterns of plateauing, or at least of one symptom: lack of dynamism.  Plateauing may be both a consequence and a cause of dynamism problems, but it is by solving the dynamism problem that employees are empowered and invigorated to contribute more successfully to the organization.
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