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The premise of the roadblock module is that different perceptions of roadblocks impact one's ability to successfully manage through them. 

This hypothesis came out of a recent consulting project where the consultant was asked to observe a work group and identify the behavioral, attitudinal and/or skill and knowledge differences between the group's exemplary performers, average performers and poor performers. The intent was to identify those differences so that developmental activities could follow which would make the average and poor performers more like their exemplary peers, in the hopes of raising overall unit performance levels.

What ensued was rather frustrating for the consultant and the client. Aside from the actual performance results there were no noticeable differences. The only difference that came out of the observations and a series of interviews was so obvious that it was dismissed. That difference was the worker's response to the question, What is keeping you from performing at a higher level?

The exemplary performers had little to say as most recognized that they were already exemplary performers. On average they had fewer than 3 perceived roadblocks to higher performance levels.

The average performers identified about 6 roadblocks each.

The poor performers could cite 12 or more reasons why they could not perform at a higher level.

As stated, these data were ignored as trivial. It was only some time later, when no other differences were found, that these data were reexamined. Their significance was twofold:

1.
All employees worked under near identical conditions. They dealt with the same customers, products and supervisors. They operated under the same systems and constraints. They enjoyed the same benefits, rewards and working environment. In short, nothing differed except their perception of the number of obstacles to exemplary performance facing them.
2.
Those differences appeared more perceptual than substantive. The consultant recognized that roadblocks are, in part, a state of mind. If you believe you cannot do something you will probably not even attempt it. If you believe you can do something you will probably try.

In fact, the consultant took it one step further. He has observed three stages of problem solving in groups facing seemingly impossible tasks. 

Stage 1 is "This can't be done." Participants, believing the task impossible, discuss among themselves how the task cannot be done, reinforcing the belief that it is not worth trying. Some may make a half-hearted attempt at the task but soon lose their enthusiasm for it. 

Stage 2 is "This may be doable, but I (we) can't do it." Individually (and often collectively) participants accept that the consultant probably knows the trick to solving the problem. They accept the consultant's statements about how other groups completed the task and how long it took them to do it. They may assign the task to others in the group with special skills. "Let the engineers do it.", or "Joe, you're good at these things. You do it."

Stage 3 is where the participants realize (individually and/or collectively) that the task is doable and that they can, in fact, do it.

This led the consultant to the hypothesis that in this client's organization the performance difference might be related to the employee's perceptions about their own power to remove the roadblocks to higher level performance. Upon testing that hypothesis he concluded that this was in fact a major contributor to the different performance levels. In addition, the perceptions fell into four sets or categories and were generalizable to other cases.

The Four Categories of Roadblocks
Category 1 - The Brick Wall
On examination it was found that some roadblocks were truly unalterable. There were things in the real world facing these employees that inhibited their performance which they were not likely to change: the effectiveness of a foreign competitor's product, the slumping national economy, the international exchange rate, the basic structure of the organization, the funding processes for new product development. These were all factors which impacted their performance but were well beyond their individual or collective control. These were characterized as brick walls. Immovable and real.

Category 2 - The Partition
The second category of roadblocks addresses those that could be managed through, in part. The individual employee could make some degree of progress in overcoming this particular inhibitor to performance. Often a small group of employees could make even more progress collectively. And, most importantly, this type of roadblock could be managed through in large part (or totally) if supervision or management got involved. It was characterized as a partition since a partition, if pushed from the bottom, might move slightly, but if pushed from a higher level, will often topple. These were real roadblocks which the employee required assistance to remove.

Category 3 - The Paper Wall
The third category was reminiscent of a high school football game where at the start of the game the home team bursts through a paper barrier to the cheers of the crowd. Until tested, this roadblock might look impenetrable. But upon initial effort it is easily managed through, often to the delight and surprise of the person(s) making the effort. This is a roadblock which, though it looks substantial, is quite manageable by the individual facing it.

Category 4 - The Mindset
This type of roadblock was the most troubling to the consultant. Category 4 roadblocks can be viewed as the untested roadblocks. These are beliefs that the individual employee holds which may or may not be true. They are analogous to the earlier described mindset that It can't be done, or that It may be doable, but I cannot do it. These roadblocks, once tested, will be classifiable into Category 1, 2 or 3. Understandably, the problem they cause is that so long as the employee believes they are stopping him/her from progress, that will be the case. Category 4 roadblocks become de facto Category 1 roadblocks; a classic example of the self-fulfilling prophesy.

Employee Reactions
It was fascinating to observe how different employees managed the different roadblocks they faced. These differences appear again to be generalizable. This model has been anecdotally tested in over 200 client groups and appears to hold up, although no rigorous (controlled) testing has been done.

Category 1 - C1
The exemplary employee looks at a C1 roadblock and tests it. If it truly is immovable he/she acknowledges that this is a real roadblock. He/she then sets about finding a way to be optimally successful despite this roadblock. Average and poor performers spend much more energy and time fretting about how unfortunate or unfair it is to have this roadblock. They get caught up in the futility and frustration of the roadblock and allow that frustration to demotivate them.

Category 2 - C2
The exemplary employee looks at a C2 roadblock and tests it. If it moves even the slightest bit, he/she keeps working at it until it cannot be moved further without help. Then they reassess it. If moving it further is possible with help from others, and if moving it further will be beneficial, they seek that help. An interesting dynamic has been observed. When an exemplary employee approaches a supervisor or manager for help, that help is usually readily offered. After all, management recognizes that this is an exemplary employee who only asks for help when it is truly needed and will be valuable. Average and poor performers on the other hand often are perceived by their management as whining when they ask for help. They are thought to be too needy and too willing to ask others to do what they have not effectively tried to do for themselves. Their requests for help are often denied or postponed. As a result many C2s become virtual C1s.

Category 3 - C3
The exemplary employee looks at a C3 roadblock and tests it. If it is doable, they do it. Often, that is all that is needed. Average and poor performers may be equally successful removing C3s.

Category 4 - C4
Since the exemplary employee tests every roadblock, he/she has no C4s. Average and poor performers have numerous C4s. They fail to test those roadblocks which on first examination appear to be C1s. Since many C2s and C3s look like C1s until tested, they unfortunately fail to test a great many roadblocks. Hence the greater number of reported roadblocks to success among average and poor performers.

Conclusion
One of the most significant differences between exemplary, average and poor performers in this case turned out to be the accuracy with which they diagnosed the impact they could have on the roadblocks they faced. Exemplary performers had an intuitive sense of what they could do and how best to manage roadblocks. They diagnosed each one simply by reality testing their perceptions. They took the initiative and did what they could do, and as importantly, did not expend a great deal of energy fretting over what could not be done. The others were less skilled in diagnosis and often misclassified C2s and C3s as C1s. They also misdiagnosed by allowing C4s to go untested, thus becoming C1s by default.

Module Activity

1.
Invite the participants to identify the roadblocks they face in their role as internal consultants by asking...


"What will make it difficult for you to apply what you have learned here, back on the job?

Post their answers to a flip chart.

2.
Introduce the Roadblocks Model. Explain the history, four categories and the characteristic ways that exemplary, average and poor performers manage the roadblocks they face.

3.
Go through a quick group rating of each of the posted roadblocks. Group instruction should include...


"For each of the roadblocks you've identified let's find out what category it fits. Remember that categories vary by individual and situation. It is entirely possible that one person's C3 would be another person's C1. Or that the same roadblock would be a C2 with one client and a C3 with another client, for the same person."


Go through each roadblock posting 1, 2, 3, and/or 4 in the margin of the flip chart, next to the roadblock being rated.

4.
Once completed, summarize. Point out the limited number of roadblocks that carry a C1 only. These are the only real "show stoppers." All others, by the participants' own definition, can be at least partially managed. 


This activity thus empowers participants to act on their C2s and C3s and discounts their C4s until they are tested and shown to be C1s, C2s or C3s.

5.   OPTION - Form sub-groups to "work" selected roadblocks by developing strategies for

      moving the roadblock and/or gaining the needed support.
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