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Joan groaned.  “That’s ridiculous!  It was their mistake!  Why 
should we have to pay for it?”  

As the meeting progressed it was obvious to her that the 
purchasing director wasn’t going to support her view.  Neither was 
the production manager.  No surprise there.  “Of course,” she 
thought, “none of this is coming out of their budgets!” She said 
she was willing to pay $15,000 and that was her limit. Then she 
left the meeting, feeling upset and frustrated.  Joan knew they 
needed her agreement and she had no intention of signing off on 
this one. 

Two weeks went by when Joan discovered that the purchasing 
director had held two meetings at head office without inviting her.  
She couldn’t believe it.  She heard how the vendor’s vice-president 
had visited head office and she knew she was going to be a tough 
time winning this one.  Still, she felt determined. “It’s a matter of 
principle,” she thought.  “Besides I only have $30k in my budget 
so I have to take a hard line.”  She began thinking about of ways 
to get her boss more involved. 

At the same time, she had begun working with me as her 
executive coach.  Her boss had arranged it.  He was the vice-
president of the local facility.  She admired and respected him.  
This time, his blunt assessment had gotten her full attention. He 
told her that she needed to work on her leadership style.  “You’re 
getting too many people mad at you,” he said. “You are bright.  
You are talented.  You’ve been with us for over ten years.  But I 
have to be honest with you.  You have to change your style or 

your career here is in big trouble.” It was a hit-between-the-eyes 
kind of moment. 

She talked the situation over with me.  She was particularly upset 
that the others had met behind her back. “Why do you think they 
did that?” I asked.   

“I guess they think I’m being stubborn and obstinate.” 

“And are you?” I asked. 

She sighed. “I suppose.  I know they see it that way.  I just think 
they care more about getting schmoozed by the vendor than doing 
the right thing!”  

Over the next month of weekly coaching, she began to explore all 
of her relationships at work.  By her own description, she began to 
see that most were combative to one degree or another.  She was 
quick to notice other people’s mistakes and as a result, people 
viewed her as critical and negative.  She didn’t see it that way 
herself. They were making mistakes and Joan was simply pointing 
out the right way to do things.  Her bright mind saw things in 
technical terms and it wasn’t personal for her.  But it appeared to 
have become so for many of her colleagues.  Still, she seemed 
indifferent to their feelings.  Right was right and that was what 
mattered, she said. 

As her trust grew in our coaching sessions, she divulged that she 
was a widow, having lost her husband just two years earlier.  She 
was raising two elementary school children on her own.  Her life 
was jam-packed and stressful. 
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During the coaching, Joan was surprised to learn about the idea of 
focusing on the present moment.  She began to see how her anger 
at purchasing was really an accumulation from similar events in 
the past.  She began to see the truth in the simple idea that once a 
mistake has been made, it was over.  She adopted the phrase, 
“What’s done is done,” as a personal favourite.  She had a huge 
grin on her face when she told me of how that line was pleasantly 
shocking her colleagues!  She was learning how to let go of past 
issues and focus on the present issue only.   

For Joan, letting go of the past meant deciding that it was okay for 
her to not be so rigorous about every procedure, double-checking 
and questioning everyone.  She realized that by these old habits, 
she communicated a high level of distrust in people.  They were 
responding by increasingly shutting her out and avoiding her.  No 
wonder her boss was taking a hard line with her!   

On the vendor over-billing issue, she began to let go of her cynical 
view of the supplier’s motives too.  While she had been prepared 
to live with late delivery and an end to doing business with that 
supplier, she saw that purchasing had their own reasons for 
wanting to keep them on board.   After all, there were really only 
two serious vendors in the industry who could supply these 
sophisticated machines. 

“What’s the inch in front of you that you want from purchasing?” 
I asked. 

She thought about it for a full minute. “I want them to stay within 
my $30,000 budget.”   

“Okay, how can you do that?” 

“I need to get purchasing on-side with that goal.  Then I want us 
to meet the supplier together.” 

“Sounds like a good plan to me,” I affirmed with a smile.  It was 
good because the inch she wanted was in an area which belonged 
to her responsibilities, and she had let go of trying to control the 
overall vendor – buyer relationship. 

A week later, she was all smiles.   

“How did it go?” 

“Great!  We ended up agreeing to pay $33,000, so I saved the 
company $32,000!  Not only that, the vendor was pleasant and 
happy to see me.  The purchasing director was happy with how 
things turned out too.” 

“So why do you think it went so well?” I asked. 

“I think a lot of it had to do with me having a different attitude.  I 
didn’t react emotionally the way I did before.  I spent a lot less 
time thinking about what they might be thinking, which means I 
listened better than before.  That really made a difference!” 

She went on in general about how she was handling things 
differently now.  “The biggest thing I’m noticing is that I’m 
expressing myself more readily. I’ve kind of surprised myself!  I 
can see that people’s eyes are popping right out of their head, 
they’re that surprised!  I guess I was pretty private before.  I even 
joked with them that I met someone who has husband-potential!”  
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She laughed with gusto. “I’m also making a point of recognizing 
when people do things right.  I used to only notice the mistakes.  
Boy, do they ever like that!”  

“The other thing I’ve started doing is dealing with people’s 
mistakes privately.  I don’t call them out in front of others. I can 
tell they trust me more because of that.”  She smiled. “All in all, 
I’d have to say that focusing on what’s happening in the present, 
and being clear about the inch that I want from others has made a 
really big difference. Thank you, John!”   

Joan’s experience was a great success. She let go of being right, 
and focused on being successful instead.  Her team appreciated it.  
Within a year, she was promoted and transferred internationally.   

Let’s analyze this case for a moment.  The issue was clear.  The 
vendor wanted to extra-bill and the engineering manager did not 
want to pay. Looking at the Expectations Pyramid, this was not a 
situational issue, unexpected and undefined. This was a structural 
issue.  The vendor had a contract. Purchasing had certain 
authorities with which to enforce or modify the conditions of the 
contract.  Joan had a defined authority with regard to the budget.   

One of the main reasons this became a tough issue was the lack of 
alignment structurally.  This is a common cause of tough issues 
and its source traces to the organizational design of the company 
itself.  None of the managers involved in this tough issue were in a 
position to change the formal authority dysfunctions that were 
present. All they could do was leverage their existing authority as 
best as they could.  It is the job of higher level managers to correct 

this or explain the existing structure as intentionally designed to 
promote collaborative decision-making. 

Informally, the culture of the purchasing department was clearly 
oriented to maintaining good supplier relations as a high priority.  
Joan’s hard line clashed with the values and beliefs of her 
colleagues and they responded by excluding her.  That is cultural 
power in action!  These were consequences that Joan could 
immediately feel and they hurt.  Nonetheless, Joan did not 
respond by caving in. She responded by being even tougher and 
more hard-line, convinced she was right and ready to defend 
justice and truth.  It was only when she began to see the situation 
through the eyes of her colleagues, plus realize what the inch was 
for her – to pay only to her budget limit – that she began to soften 
her stance.  She began to see that her hardline position about the 
“principle” of the matter was not serving her.   She changed her 
belief that she was getting taken advantage of by a profiteering 
vendor, the thought of which had offended her core values.  She 
no longer felt like she had sold herself out. 

One of the keys to seeing the present moment is to become aware 
that we often project our beliefs onto the behaviours of others.  
Joan had no proof that the vendor was actually profiting from 
their $65,000 claim.  She assumed it.  She really had no basis to 
prove it one way or the other.  Thus, many conflicts are essentially 
one set of assumptions fighting another set of assumptions. This is 
why excellent communication skills are needed by leaders to 
overcome defensiveness and to get full disclosure on the table in a 
trusting environment.  Being present makes an immeasurable 
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